CAPTURE
CONTROL
CIRCULATE
Can We Queer
Regulatory Power
in Graphic Design?

By Adie Fein
Capture, Control, Circulate addresses regulatory
power, the transmission and enforcement of
culturally-sanctioned behaviors and identity.
How does regulatory power operate in graphic
design and what—if anything—can the graphic
designer do to subvert that operation?
The methodologies for subversion explored in
this book typically draw from queer and trans*
experience and thought. Therefore, the work
herein takes up issues of identity, normativity,
marginalization, and community.

This thesis also considers design education, and
its contemporary emphasis on the capture and
control of content. It advocates instead for an
educational model that centers circulation; that is,
graphic design’s capacity to platform, to publish,
and to distribute. Capture, Control, Circulate imagines how design education can build community
through informal platforms for collaboration,
distribution, and collective celebration.
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LINE FROM

PROMISE IS A PENDULUM
BIG THIEF

I can never tell you now
what I had often
said before
Because promise
is a pendulum just
swinging at the door

INTRODUCTION

How can graphic design
visually represent queer
subjects,like gender,
legibility, or transition,
and how might such
representations affect
material forms or
influence audiences?
Queer Things investigates
the possibility of “queer

design objects,” specifically
books and typefaces.
Hence this volume also
prompts the question of
whether formal ideas can
advance queer political
and theoretical concerns:
Can a publication
enact identity? Can a
typeface subvert gender
stereotypes? Or is
graphic design nothing
more than a visual

container for content?
That is, beyond mere
association, attraction,
and representation,
Queer Things probes
the potential of graphic
design aesthetics to
catalyze substantive
social effects through
symbolic contest.

NEITHER
SUSTAIN
NOR
DISAVOW
Education asTransition
ADIE FEIN

MAY 2022

I am transitioning.
I found that I was nonbinary when I was 25, as I considered graduate school. I admitted that I was transgender when I was 28, as I entered
graduate school. I began to insist upon new pronouns when I was 31, as
I exited graduate school. My gender transition has become inseparable
from my education.
School is an excellent place to transition. It is one of the few socially acceptable places for an adult to make a fresh start. No student needs
to have a history. For many, is a quick process. They discover
their gender identity and then urgently transition: switching And yet transition is never fast enough. Trans people
names, pronouns, clothing. My transition, however, has been are always waiting on others to authorization.
gradual. I have always taken on deliberate step after another,
relaxing each time into my new self. And as my gender progresses, so does
my schooling. Transition and education have interwoven, becoming literally and conceptually entwined. And with both, I have found that having
progressed, I could never return.
My parents named me Adam, and my friend named me Adie. I have,
in the final semester of graduate school, begun to introduce myself as Adie.
This is another step in my transition. You will have read Adie in the abstract of this thesis book. You will find it on my diploma. I will sometime
in the future legally change my name to Adie. However, I am not asking
others to stop using Adam. My relationship to my birth name is one of
non-urgent alienation. I neither disavow nor sustain it.
I have experienced this sentiment many times throughout my transition. At one point, I accepted all pronouns: he, she, they, so on. I hoped
that others would use them haphazardly, to linguistically render a gender ajumble. This feeling expresses refusal, a rejection of identity, or, as
Édouard Glissant says “to consent not to be a single being.”2 To use all
pronouns is to insist there is no stable self that can be fixed by a word. It
was never that ‘he’ or ‘she’ was thoroughly wrong but incomplete and dishonest. I neither sustained nor disavowed any set of pronouns.
I am generally skeptical of the phrasing “these are my pronouns.”
While that sentence does so much to convey the importance of pronouns
to a trans person, and the dignity that a speaker can offer in correct usage,
they also have an essentalizing effect: These are my pronouns; these are
the pronouns I was born with; these pronouns are rooted in the soft soil
of my soul. When I share pronouns with other people, I say, “You may use
they/them pronouns in reference to me.” My phrasing addresses several
issues: it is a request for behavior change, and it is a claim to human dignity.

1. Allen Ginsberg. Howl, And
Other Poems, (San Francisco:
City Lights Pocket Bookshop,
1956.)
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2. Édouard Glissant, Poetics
of Relation, (Ann Arbor: The
University Of Michigan Press,
1997.)
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And yet, it is also an appeal to opacity: My internal use of pronouns—
what set I use when I think to myself—is not the world’s concern. And
furthermore, “my pronouns” may in some unknown future
no longer belong to me. That is, for me, pronouns are not They/them is not a concession to identity. Like unspecified
a commitment. It has never been clear that my pronouns gender markers, “they/them” pronouns are obscure spacwill be stable. They may change in the future (or not). They es full of possibility. They is a plural space.3
reflect an identity that may shift further. Transition has
always signified a state of impermanence for me. I have been transitioning
for six years and it is unclear when it will end—if it ever ends. nicole killian
described trans* to me as an “eternal becoming.”
Perhaps because my education is ending, I have lately felt sentimental. This has expressed itself is an intense desire for high school teen
romances, which, in turn, has prompted reflection on our cultural narratives around schooling. Namely, high school is the best years of our lives.
But then, with new independence, ungrad is actually the best years of our
lives. Yet, with an established sense of self, grad school really, truly, finally,
is the best years of our lives. We have a cultural narrative of education as
progressive—it advances to a climax of some kind. What does it mean to
think, instead, about it as an eternal becoming? Of school as a transitional
space? Of education as a transition? Perhaps what we do in school—our
work, our thesis—is not the climactic articulation of some final vision, but
the expression of transient intersecting forces: self, cohort, faculty, family,
friends. Education as transition suggests that one can enjoy and value the
products of school without considering them resolved. I do not want to
recover my past work but to return to it as a new person, to view it again
freshly. This is education as the emergence of an alternative self, informed
by the past yet different and divergent.

* * *

Alright, I am transitioning.
The thesis in many graduate programs is conclusive: one project
that expresses terminal and hard-won values. The attitude within the RISD
graphic design graduate program is to make, make, make—and then later one organizes that making into a practice. The graphic design thesis
captures the student’s making, working, and thinking from the previous
years; and therefore, our theses are (not conclusive but) summative. Typically, that work in the thesis is curated,4 and the selected projects serve
as evidence for a viewpoint on, framework for, or methodology in design. This is thesis as life story, thesis as grand narra- Or “life as thesis,” which suggests how such narratives
tive, thesis as the unification of educational experience into a may obscure labor or non-academic experiences.
3. For additional discussion
on this point, refer to “The
Politics of Non-Representation” and “Gender Tools” in
Queer Space, pages 4 and
60.
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4. Some students include all or
most work that they made in
the program. See for example
Re: Ornament by Aleks Dawson or Community, Harana &
Karaoke: Towards a Theatrical
Design by Ryan Diaz.

5. Elsewhere, I discuss feeling
better suited to a Ph.D. program,
see “Sorrow Note,” in Queer
Study, page 4. I dissuaded
myself there, but am convinced
now, as I write this thesis, that it
would have been a better fit.
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(Of course, I imagine my wish
to make graphic design may
not be approved of in a Ph.D.
My fantasty is that, where
writing in RISD GD is treated
as a deficiency, design might
be seen as a quirk in a Ph.D.)
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holistic account. Such as approach makes three implicit claims: that we
may learn something about a person from their work; that what we learn
may establish an identity; and that this identity may explain the past, may
justify the present, and may anticipate the future. I will not argue that
these claims are untrue. I do however wish to struggle against them, undermine them, consider their alternatives.
In The Mushroom at the End of the World, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
writes, “categories are unstable, we must watch them emerge within encounters. To use category names should be a commitment to tracing the assemblages in which these categories gain a momentary hold.”3 I see identity as something that has only a momentary hold in our lives.
I was a man before I was nonbinary. I was cis before I was Many trans people would be opposed to, even discomtrans. And I see education as offering a similar, only momen- fited by, this description.
tary, hold. To neither sustain nor disavow a project is to withhold narrative traction and to trouble the framing of past-present-future
as a simple, linear, and inevitable progression. The work is an expression
but not the irreducible definition of my practice. I am in a different space
as I write this thesis than when I made most of the work. I have different
intellectual commitments and professional ambitions. I see myself and my
place within the field differently. Even my hopes for how graphic design as
a field might progress are different now. To arrange the work into a unified
narrative, then, feels as incomplete and dishonest as ‘he’ or ‘she.’ I do not
want to bring the past into alignment with the future, to make this current
self seem inevitable. Instead, I associate with the work within this thesis as
I do my birth name: I sit in uneasy relation. I neither disavow nor sustain it.
I have been thinking about the refusal of identity for as long as I
have identified as nonbinary. Before entering graduate school, I built visual brand systems that contradicted themselves, exceeded their own identity. In graduate school, refusal was a common strategy for critiquing the
institution or gender. This thesis expresses refusal in several ways, like the
multi-volume structure that has no prescribed sequence, the handwriting
that problematizes or personalizes the work, or the many different authors
who are credited. This thesis—existing under the uniform title7 of Capture,
Control, Circulate—is an expression of transition: pluralistic, multivocal,
diffuse, circuitous.
Another expression of refusal within this thesis is the avoidance
of one singular framing, one totalizing narrative. You, dear reader, may be
tempted to consider this current essay as an introduction to the thesis as
a whole. That does not feel accurate to me, to Adie. For example, already

6. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing,
The Mushroom at the End of
the World: On the Possibility of
Life in Capitalist Ruins, (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2015), 29.
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7. See also “Uniform Title,” in
Queer Power, page 102.

portions of this essay feel out of date as it was written. Another illustration:
other writing in other volumes will contradict this essay, in its description
of work, of the goals of graphic design, the tasks of graphic designed education, and even in its description of this thesis project, Control, Capture,
Circulate. Or, consider that the title of the thesis project derives from another essay (also titled “Control, Capture, Circulate”) which appears in the
middle of Queer Study; one may be tempted to think of that essay then as
offering the singular framing narrative. Again, that does not feel accurate
to me, to Adie. This essay (“Neither Sustain nor Disavow”) is located here,
in this volume, because it explains how my relationship to “queer design”
has changed over time, focusing at one time on “queer objects.” For much of
the duration of graduate school, I was invested in how formal objects could
express or challenge identity, and those explorations into “queer objects”
appear on the following pages. This essay also does more than any other
text to illuminate the design choices within the thesis project; so naturally,
it makes sense for this essay to appear where the design of material objects
is addressed. However, that does not afford this essay primacy, because
I made many different things while at the Rhode Island School of Design.
And I was many different people. I was many designers, students, educators, peers, and collaborators. I cared about many different things. And of
those many moments past, I neither disavow nor sustain them.

8. For more on this idea, see
“En/Decoding Gender” or
“Graphic Design as Behavior
Management” in Queer Power,
pages 66 and 128.
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Queer Books
This section considers how the publication might not
only represent queer subjects but perform queer acts.
The following work explores how the formal features of
the book—sequence, type, paper, and so on—can enact
performances, like transition or illegibility.

HYBRID
BODIES

This book features five foundational essays in trans* studies, from Donna Harraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto” to José
Esteban Muñoz’s “The White to Be Angry: Vaginal Davis’s
Terrorist Drag.”
In addition to the academic texts, the book contains
a parallel visual history of Frankenstein’s monster. This
archive begins with the first representation, a lithograph
in 1823 for the play “Presumption, or the fate of Frankenstein,” and ends with promotional photography for the
2019 ballet “Frankenstein.”
The book design explores formal metaphors for
transness and transition. Over the course of the book, the
running heads (a variable font) expands; the footnotes
gradually change color; a ‘scroll indicator’ progresses at
the bottom of the page. This work was foundational for
my practice. It marks my first notable attempt at a conceptually queer or trans* book.

ADAM FEIN

DECEMBER 2019
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ABOVE The footnotes slowly transition from green to purple across
the length of the book. Trim size is 5 7/8×8 1/4".
OPPOSITE Endnotes transition from green to purple across within
their contained text block

QUEER THINGS

16

The running heads transition from narrow to wide over the course
of the book. The heads are set in Bandeins Strange, a variable
font that expands, by the foundry format.otf.
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The book contains a parallel visual history of Frankenstein’s
creature, running from 1823 to 2019. The creature was always
understood to be frightful but not always ugly or even monstrous.
Minoritized people are uniquely analogue to the creature, who is
textually described as intelligent, kind, gentle—and nevertheless
marginalized.

1. See “The Politics of
Non-Representation” in
Queer Space, page 4.

EL LISSITZKY
& OH NO
TYPE CO.

Graphic design can entrench identity and conceal alternative ways of being. This publication explores how design
can represent identity as unsettled and evolving.
It is a type specimen, showing off the typefaces of
OH no Type co. The spreads are marked sequentially with
large numbers, set in one of foundry’s fonts. The book is
spiral bound and cut down the middle so that the top and
bottom can flip independently. This allows the reader to
refigure the numbers (replacing the top of the 2 with the
top of 7, for example) or to create new glyphs (perhaps
by combining an 9 and a 5). The form and identity of the
glyphs becomes flexible and fluid.

ADAM FEIN

OCTOBER 2020
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The publication is composed of two papers, a full-size and halfsize page. The book is cut in half so that the top and bottom
portions can flip independently. Trim size is 6 1/4×10 1/8".
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The book contains the design work of El Lissitzky, his electrolibrary manifesto, and glyphs from OH no Type co.

QUEER THINGS

The front and back covers are the letters “EL” tracked tightly to
create a formal pattern.
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The top and bottom sections of the book flip independently.
This allows the user to try alternative reading sequences and
to generate new numerals. The book ‘queers’ the numerals by
producing new formal and semantic possibilities.

QUEER THINGS
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LEGIBILITY
IS VIOLENCE

Individuals exist at the confluence of various power
dynamics. Identity is constructed at the intersection of
power-produced categories: race, sex, gender, class, beauty,
intelligence. Most of these categories change, but some
are perceived as permanent and natural. Modern critical
theories, like feminism, queer theory, and trans* theory,
have called such categories into question. The transgender
experience, by definition, is one that demonstrates gender—
and attendant identity broadly—is not settled. A person
can move from one position to another. During transition,
the person moves through the spaces in between positionalities: gaps, holes, voids. The gender queer person is an
occupier of those in-between spaces.
“Legibility is Violence” interrogates how gender queer
identities operate at the intersections of power and politics.
It is directly concerned with the use of pronouns, including neopronouns, and how their adoption can concretize
(stiffen transitional and fluid) gender queer identities. This
work imagines fixed pronouns as interpellative, a process
through which ideology hails a person and the person, in
response, recognizes themselves as a subject of ideology.
Pronouns becomes an apparatus that constructs gender
queer subjectivity. Ultimately, “Legibility is Violence” argues for the refusal of pronouns and therefore of narrative,
intelligibility, and completion.
The central component of the book is 18 colored pages, each containing 18 lines of poetry. The poem presented
on each page is not sensible. The book cannot be read
through as a linear narrative. However, each line of poetry
is individually perforated. The reader is able to remove the
unintelligible lines in order to create a coherent poem. “Legibility is Violence” offers the reader the choice: preserve the
book as a whole; or destroy the book to establish legibility.
The following pages reprint the introductory text of
the book.

ADAM FEIN

OCTOBER 2020
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Critical theory analyzes society and culture in relation to power. How does
power shape society: the clothes we wear; the values we hold; who we can
become? Critical theory on race, in particular, developed concepts about
how an individual exists at the confluence of various power dynamics. A
white woman has a different relation to power than a white man, and consequently each person experiences different modes of discrimination and
privilege. The individual person’s relationship to power can be described
through the matrix of domination, a metaphorical grid on which a person
can be mapped in relation to the axes of power.1 Positionality describes
the different points people occupy on this grid. One occupies a different
space—often literally—as a poor, black man than as a wealthy, white man.
Some categories that define a person’s position are constructed, for
example, beauty; and some categories can change, for example, income.
However, many of these power-inflected categories are perceived as
permanent and natural. Feminist, queer theory, and trans* theories have
consistently called such categories into question. Simone de Beauvoir famously wrote in The Second Sex, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman.”2 The transgender experience, by definition, is one that demonstrates gender—and attendant identity broadly—is not settled. A person
can move from one position to another. During transition, the
person moves through the spaces in between positionalities: More precisely (and less controversially,) during transigaps, holes, voids. The gender queer (or nonbinary) person is tion the person, at least, passes through and occupies
an occupier of those in-between spaces.
a variety of social roles & presentations.
It is now a common (and welcome) courtesy, at least
within moderately progressive spheres, to ask a person for preferred pronouns. Misgendering, or using incorrect pronouns to refer to transgender
person, can cause harm, slight to severe. Asking for pronouns recognizes
the dignity of the transgender person and their freedom to be free from
harm within society. But asking for preferred pronouns can be analyzed as
a revolutionary activity; one that admits not only the instability of identity
and the distance between mind and body, but also the radical possibility of
existing in irregular and even unthinkable positionalities.
Queerness is often described as not normative. This is meant as “not
normal” (or not majoritarian) and as expansive (or multivocal, diverse, and
inclusive.) However, the function of pronouns is normative. They define
a possible positionality and so circumscribe everything that
might populate that position. Even neopronouns, that seek Neopronouns are “unofficial,” “ahistorical,” constructed
to symbolize in-between spaces, define a position over time pronouns. For example, ae/aer was first used in the scias it attracts signifers, like aesthetics or naming conventions. fi novel A Voyage to Arcturus written by David Lindsay.³

1. Patricia Hill Collins, Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, (New
York: Routledge, 2002.)
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2. Simone de Beauvoir, The
Second Sex, (New York: Vintage Books, 1989.)

The title of the text is made (more) legible across the introductory
matter sequence. The book performs legibility as an effect of
regulation. Trim size is 5 3/8×9 3/4".

3. David Lindsay and J. B.
Pick, A Voyage To Arcturus,
(Edinburgh: Canongate Press,
1992.)
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(It is a trope, for example, that nonbinary people choose objects for names:
Sage, Ash, Rain.) There is nothing about pronouns in and of themselves
that produce this effect; rather it is the concretizing effect of names, which
always in time become prescriptions. But as the most transparent social
signal of gender identity, pronouns are an important object of critique. As
concepts with normativizing force, pronouns limit the trans* imaginary,
eliminating the in-between spaces that trans* individuals occupy.
Pronouns work as a system of discipline. In the History of Sexuality,
Michel Foucault describes the process by which sexuality was reified (frozen into a category) in the nineteenth century:
[The power of nineteenth-century ‘bourgeois’ society] acted by multiplication of singular sexualities. It did not set boundaries for sexuality; it extended
the various forms of sexuality, pursuing them according to lines of indefinite
penetration. It did not exclude sexuality, but included it in the body as a mode
of specification of individuals. […] It produced and determined the sexual mosaic. […] These polymorphous conducts were actually extracted from people’s
bodies and from their pleasures; or rather, they were solidified in them; they
were drawn out, revealed, isolated, intensified, incorporated, by multifarious
power devices. The frozen countenance of the perversions is a fixture of this
game.4
The homosexual, for example, was one mode of behaving in the
world until power—psychiatry, jurisprudence, literature, etc.—isolates and
freezes this perversion. For Foucault, this is the invention of a the homosexual, what he call a new “species,” and which we now recognize as an
“identitiy.” Pronouns, also operating through modes of power, functionally
reify identities. Pronouns define points within a matrix, which become the
only cognizable positions. The “species”—the identity—homosexual eliminated the position of the ‘non-homosexual man who has sex with men,’ a
possibility that became impossible. So too does the singular “they” at least
begin to transform behavior, desire, phenomenology into a static identity.
To be extremely clear: At issue is not whether using binary or recognized pronouns is good or bad; nor whether situating oneself in defined
positionalities is good or bad; nor whether the people who do such thing
are right or wrong. In fact, the author emphatically believes that persons
should ask one another for preferred pronouns and that a person can never be wrong for transitioning into the positionalities that aligns with their
identity. The authenticity or legitimacy of any individual’s identity is not
in dispute.

4. Michel Foucault, and Robert J. Hurley. The History gf
Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, (New York: Vintage,
1990,) 47–48.
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5. Foucault, The History gf
Sexuality, 43.

6. See “Uniform Title,” in
Queer Power, page 102.
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The principal portion of the text is a series of pages with 18 line
poems. Each line is separately perforated. The poems do not
make sense, but the pages can be torn to create understandable,
or legible, poems.

7. “The Politics of Nonrepresentation,” in Queer Space,
page 4.
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Judith Butler writes in the preface to Gender Trouble that the goal
of the book is to “open up the field of possibility for gender without dictating which kinds of possibilities ought to be realized.”7 The purpose of this
book, “Legibility is Violence,” is the same: not to problematize any identity
or to bring any person to crisis, but to open up the field. To that
end, this critique again follows Butler, who writes “It would be Indeed it follows from this position that the individual
a mistake to think that received grammar is the best vehicle does not choose an identity and so cannot be ethically
for expressing radical views, given the constraints that gram- responsible for occupying a pre-defined positionality.
mar imposes upon thought, indeed, upon the thinkable itself.”8
Pronouns impose limitations upon the thinkable itself. The main purpose
of this book is to motivate a refusal of pronouns as a methodology for expanding the possibilities of gender, to encourage persons to seek out the
gaps, holes, voids in the gender matrix, to occupy the in-between spaces.
The title of this book is “Legibility is Violence.” The use of violence
is similar to what Butler calls “the mundane violence performed by certain kinds of gender ideals.”9 Violence, in this use, is not an murderous act
and does not reflect the violent actor so much as the cultural context they
inhabit. Among other senses, the violence that Butler describes refers to
oppression, for example, the limited professional roles of women. However,
in this book, the scope of “gender ideals” is extended much further, such
that all established gendered positions are called into question. And violence specifically describes the destruction of possibility.

The text can reveal an understandable, legible poem, when it is
destroyed.

7. Judith Butler, Gender
Trouble: Feminism And The
Subversion Of Identity, (New
York: Routledge, 1999,) viii.
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8. Butler, Gender Trouble,
xviii.

9. Butler, Gender Trouble, xix.
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MARGINALIA

How can graphic design renounce and refuse control?
The central design concept of this book is the inclusion of blank spaces,1 empty areas where cards can be
introduced to answer questions or create associations. The
book attempts to surrender control to readers, permitting
them to challenge or subvert the text. This is the graphic
“designer resigning—to some extent—the capacity to
control the audience’s behavior and the narrative of the
publication.
“Between Lights”2 and “Sorrow Note”3 are two essays originally published in this text. The former strongly
influenced the design of this publication. The text discusses my color blindness and how it reveals that vision is
socially constructed. Green, pink, and purple are all colors
that are affected by color blindness, and therefore almost
all elements within the book are printed in those shades.

ADAM FEIN

MAY 2021

1. For more on blank space,
see the volume Queer Space.

ADAM FEIN

2. “Between Lights” is reprinted in Queer Power, page
44.

3. “Sorrow Note” is reprinted
in Queer Study, page 4.
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Trim size is 5 1/4×9".

QUEER SPACE

42

ADAM FEIN

43

The book provides blank spaces throughout the volume.
Readers are provided cards—some blank, some with projects,
some with text—to insert into the empty space. This insertion
can answer provided questions, intervene on the text, even
trouble or frustrate the designer’s intentions.

QUEER SPACE

46
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KNOWLEDGE
FROM
BELOW

This is a thesis book by Meghan Surges, designed by
Adam Fein. This book considers mass surveillance,
administrative violence, and policing. As an alternative,
Surges proposes “seeing and knowing from below,” the
disclosure and dissemination of marginal knowledge.
In the book design, we explore methods for visually
representing alternative, naive or suppressed knowledge.
Scans of worn, ink-stained photographs are preferred to
crisp digital imagery. Broken specimens and incomplete
projects occupy more space than the polished final pieces.
Handwritten notes are of particular importance, suggesting non-professionalized and ephemeral deliberation.
Scribbles on paper scraps or sketchy journal entries, these
handwritten notes refuse legibility: they are often unreadable, fit untidily into the thesis narrative, and often brim
with emotions—frustration, anger, and disappointment—
that are flattened in the final, consumable art object.
The handwritten notes are juxtaposed against a
digital aesthetic: pixel-based typography, low-resolution
screen captures, JavaScript code. The digital reinforces the
naivety of the handwriting; its inefficiency and irregularity. In turn, the handwriting exposes the distance of the
digital. CCTV cameras and location promise insight, but
we learn that omnipresent digital surveillance only reduces the human to a trackable token.

TEXT & IMAGES BY

MEGHAN SURGES

BOOK DESIGN BY

ADAM FEIN

MAY 2021

ADAM FEIN & MEGHAN SURGES
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Trim size is 7 7/16×10 11/16".

Queer Type

This section considers how type design can express queer
identity. The following typefaces explore the formal features that express gendered concepts in—and the potential
to subverting those through—the design of letterforms.

JUICY GOTHIC

This font was the initiating exploration into the combination of “masculine” and “feminine” features of letterforms
in order to subvert gender stereotypes in typography.1
The font began as a revival of “Plain Black,” a textura blackletter published in a 1832 Fann Street Foundry
specimen book. The design emphasizes the fluid features
of gothic scripts: curves are emphasized; forms are rounded; terminals drip with hyperbolic droplets; descenders
have extra “swish.”
The design of the publication plays with the Juicy
Couture brand, like in the appropriation of the pink, and
the ecclesiastical associations of gothic scripts, as in the
bible-like cover. The publication contains essays on the
history and contemporary use of black letter scripts, as
well as photos illustrations and posters showing off the
distinctive features of Juicy Gothic.

ADAM FEIN

DECEMBER 2019

1. For more on gender and
type, see “Gender Typing”
and “En/Decoding Gender”
in Queer Power, pages 50
and 66.

ADAM FEIN

2. Bosie, Queer Things, page
78.
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Trim size is 4 1/4×10 7/8".
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Text excerpted from “Typography: from Gothic to Blackletter” by
Emma Tucker.

QUEER THINGS

Opening spread for “Gutenberg’s Textura.” The background is a
manipulated image from Gutenberg’s bible.
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A spread showing off one of the distinctive features of Juicy Gothic:
the fluid titles above the lowercase i and j.

QUEER THINGS

Many peers and critics connected Juicy Gothic to Juicy Couture.
This spread is a visual joke connecting three items: the typeface,
the ecclesiastical history of black letter, and the clothing brand.
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BOSIE

This font is an exploration of traditionally “feminine” formal choices to a “masculine” genre of typeface design.
The font is modeled most closely on News 701
and Volta, faces that were idiosyncratic interpretations
of clarendons that emphasize readability. The design
features dramatic curls (as in the r, f, and ear of the g) and
exaggerated terminals (as in tails of the a and t). The italic
is especially flamboyant, being unusually rounded and
angled, with embellished ball terminals.
Bosie is named after the pet name Oscar Wilde gave
to his lover, Sir Lord Alfred Douglas.1

ADAM FEIN
DECEMBER 2020

WELCOME
1. Oscar Wilde is also a central
figure in “Melmoth,” see
Queer Power, page 22.

ADAM FEIN
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LORD ALFRED DOUGLAS a.k.a.

BOSIE
was an English poet & journalist
and a lover of Oscar Wilde.

Dearest of All Boys,

Dearest of All Boys,

Dearest of All Boys,

Dearest of All Boys,

Your letter was delightful, red and yellow
wine to me; but I am sad and out of sorts.
Bosie, you must not make scenes with me.
They kill me, they wreck the loveliness of
life. I cannot see you, so Greek and gracious,
distorted with passion. I cannot listen to
your curved lips saying hideous things to
me. I would sooner be blackmailed by every
renter in London than to have you bitter,
unjust, hating. You are the divine thing I
want, the thing of grace and beauty; but
I don’t know how to do it. Shall I come to
Salisbury? My bill here is 49 pounds for a
week. I have also got a new sitting-room
over the Thames. Why are you not here, my
dear, my wonderful boy? I fear I must leave;
no money, no credit, and a heart of lead.

Your letter was delightful, red and yellow
wine to me; but I am sad and out of sorts.
Bosie, you must not make scenes with me.
They kill me, they wreck the loveliness of
life. I cannot see you, so Greek and gracious,
distorted with passion. I cannot listen to
your curved lips saying hideous things to
me. I would sooner be blackmailed by every
renter in London than to have you bitter,
unjust, hating. You are the divine thing I
want, the thing of grace and beauty; but
I don’t know how to do it. Shall I come to
Salisbury? My bill here is 49 pounds for a
week. I have also got a new sitting-room
over the Thames. Why are you not here, my
dear, my wonderful boy? I fear I must leave;
no money, no credit, and a heart of lead.

Your own,

Your own,

Oscar

Oscar

Your letter was delightful, red
and yellow wine to me; but I
am sad and out of sorts. Bosie,
you must not make scenes with
me. They kill me, they wreck
the loveliness of life. I cannot
see you, so Greek and gracious,
distorted with passion. I cannot
listen to your curved lips saying
hideous things to me. I would
sooner be blackmailed by every
renter in London than to have
you bitter, unjust, hating. You are
the divine thing I want, the thing
of grace and beauty; but I don’t
know how to do it. Shall I come
to Salisbury? My bill here is 49
pounds for a week. I have also
got a new sitting-room over the
Thames. Why are you not here,
my dear, my wonderful boy? I
fear I must leave; no money, no
credit, and a heart of lead.

Your letter was delightful,
red and yellow wine to
me; but I am sad and out
of sorts. Bosie, you must
not make scenes with me.
They kill me, they wreck the
loveliness of life. I cannot see
you, so Greek and gracious,
distorted with passion. I
cannot listen to your curved
lips saying hideous things
to me. I would sooner be
blackmailed by every renter
in London than to have
you bitter, unjust, hating.
You are the divine thing I
want, the thing of grace and
beauty; but I don’t know
how to do it. Shall I come to
Salisbury? My bill here is
49 pounds for a week. I have
also got a new sitting-room
over the Thames. Why are
you not here, my dear, my
wonderful boy? I fear I must
leave; no money, no credit,
and a heart of lead.

My Own Boy,
I got your telegram half an hour ago, and just send a
line to say that I feel that my only hope of again doing
beautiful work in art is being with you. I wish that
when we met at Rouen we had not parted at all. There
are such wide abysses now of space and land between
us. But we love each other.

Your own,
Oscar

Goodnight, dear. Ever yours,

Your own,

Oscar

Oscar

GOODBYE!

HAMMANIM

This is a variable font with an “affinity” axis. As affinity
increases, the letterforms begin to resemble one another
more: the aperture of the c and e shrink, making them
appear like an o; ascenders and descender curve and grow
slender, making them less obvious; some letters drop below the baseline, making the i and j nearly identical.
The font explores slowness, one possible strategy for subverting the reproduction of cultural norms
through graphic design,1 including gender in typography.
Graphic design is a tool of rapid communication, and it
relies on the immediacy of cultural associations. Gender
stereotypes are one such association; they are intellectual
shortcuts, creating easy connections between abstract
visual form and social identity. The introduction of slowness—enacted here as the inability to easily discern letterforms—frustrates the rapid communication of meaning.

ADIE FEIN
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olive
olive
olive
olive

* The sample text in this
section is from “Known
Unknowns: an Introduction
to Trap Door” by Tourmaline,
Eric A. Stanley, and Johanna
Burton.
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1. See “En/decoding Gender” in
Queer Power, page 66.
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xerox
xerox
xerox
xerox

crop
crop
crop
crop
water
water
water
water

doubt
doubt
doubt
doubt
mite
mite
mite
mite

we are living in a time of trans visibility. yet we are also living in a time
of anti-trans violence. when produced within the cosmology of racial
capitalism the promise of “positive representation” ultimately gives little
support or protection to the very people whose lives and labor constitute
the ground for the figuration of this moment of visibility. this is the trap of
the visual: it offers—or, more accurately, it is frequently offered to us
as—the primary path through which trans people might have access
to livable lives. representation is said to remedy broader acute social
crises ranging from poverty to murder to police violence, particularly
when representation is taken up as a “teaching tool” that allows those
outside our immediate social worlds and identities to glimpse some notion
of a shared humanity. to the degree that anyone might consider such
potential to exist within representation, one must also grapple and reckon
with radical incongruities—as when, for example, our “transgender tipping
point” comes to pass at precisely the same political moment when women of
color, and trans women of color in particular, are experiencing markedly
increased instances of physical violence. we must attempt to think through
this fundamental paradox, attending to implications for the political present
and the art historical past, particularly with regard to persisting—if
incomplete—legacies of representation.

we are living in a time of trans visibility. yet we are also living in a time
of anti-trans violence. when produced within the cosmology of racial
capitalism, the promise of “positive representation” ultimately gives little
support or protection to the very people whose lives and labor constitute
the ground for the figuration of this moment of visibility. this is the trap
of the visual: it offers—or, more accurately, it is frequently offered to us
as—the primary path through which trans people might have access to
livable lives. representation is said to remedy broader acute social crises
ranging from poverty to murder to police violence, particularly when
representation is taken up as a “teaching tool” that allows those outside
our immediate social worlds and identities to glimpse some notion of a
shared humanity. to the degree that anyone might consider such potential
to exist within representation, one must also grapple and reckon with radical
incongruities—as when, for example, our “transgender tipping point” comes
to pass at precisely the same political moment when women of color, and
trans women of color in particular, are experiencing markedly increased
instances of physical violence. we must attempt to think through this
fundamental paradox, attending to implications for the political present and
the art historical past, particularly with regard to persisting—if incomplete—
legacies of representation.

we are living in a time of trans visibility. yet we are also living in a time
of anti-trans violence. when produced within the cosmology of racial
capitalism, the promise of “positive representation” ultimately gives little
support or protection to the very people whose lives and labor constitute
the ground for the figuration of this moment of visibility. this is the trap of
the visual: it offers—or, more accurately, it is frequently offered to us as—
the primary path through which trans people might have access to livable
lives. representation is said to remedy broader acute social crises ranging
from poverty to murder to police violence, particularly when representation
is taken up as a “teaching tool” that allows those outside our immediate
social worlds and identities to glimpse some notion of a shared humanity.
to the degree that anyone might consider such potential to exist
within representation, one must also grapple and reckon with radical
incongruities—as when, for example, our “transgender tipping point” comes
to pass at precisely the same political moment when women of color, and
trans women of color in particular, are experiencing markedly increased
instances of physical violence. we must attempt to think through this
fundamental paradox, attending to implications for the political present and
the art historical past, particularly with regard to persisting—if incomplete—
legacies of representation
we are living in a time of trans visibility. yet we are also living in a time of antitrans violence. when produced within the cosmology of racial capitalism, the
promise of “positive representation” ultimately gives little support or protection
to the very people whose lives and labor constitute the ground for the
figuration of this moment of visibility. this is the trap of the visual: it offers—or,
more accurately, it is frequently offered to us as—the primary path through
which trans people might have access to livable lives. representation is said
to remedy broader acute social crises ranging from poverty to murder to
police violence, particularly when representation is taken up as a “teaching
tool” that allows those outside our immediate social worlds and identities
to glimpse some notion of a shared humanity. to the degree that anyone
might consider such potential to exist within representation, one must also
grapple and reckon with radical incongruities—as when, for example, our
“transgender tipping point” comes to pass at precisely the same political
moment when women of color, and trans women of color in particular, are
experiencing markedly increased instances of physical violence. we must
attempt to think through this fundamental paradox, attending to implications
for the political present and the art historical past, particularly with regard to
persisting—if incomplete—legacies of representation.

WHAT IS
QUEER
DESIGN?
Perspectives from
Historians, Artists,

The very idea of a “queer artist” seems oxymoronic. If we
continue to support a system in which art is used to establish individual success/authority/genius/immortality for the
artist, aren’t we directly engaged with a mode of creativity
that undermines queerness and elevates the authoritarian
self? [...] Queer artists only learn how to use their experiences; we’re never taught how to talk about our experiences in their own term. We’re only taught the language
of capitalism, how to use the queer mythos for a macho
individualist end. [...] I think of queerness as multiple, as an
anarchistic approach to sexual/gender identity: this would
mean it couldn’t be fit into a single piece, a single book, a
single authoritative person.¹
Yvonne Lebien
Betraying Authority: Notes on Queer Art

The aim of [queer art and design] is not to be admitted to
the normal but to question its categorical centrality and
the clandestine ways in which is is relentlessly enforced.
[...] Perhaps the best way to understand the stance that
self-nominates as queer is to see that it is, fundamentally,
adjectival. It does not stand alone. Rather it attaches itself
to nouns, willfully perverting that to which it is appended.
It is a tactical modification—this name ‘queer’—that invokes relations of power and propriety in its inversion of
them. That is, its utterance brings with it two operations.
First, it appropriates and affects the thing that it now describes (a queer what?). Second, this attachment of ‘queer’
to a noun necessarily cites the standard and assumptions
against which it is posed (the presumed ‘normal’ that it
abandons). [...]
While ‘queer’ draws its politics and affective
force from the history of non-normative, gay, lesbian
and bisexual communities, it is not equivalent to these
categories nor is it an identity. Rather, it offers a strategic
undercutting of the stability of identity and the dispensation of power that shadows the assignment of categories
and taxonomies.2
David J. Getsy
Queer Intolerability and its Attachments

Designer,and Educators
QUOTATIONS FROM

ANDY CAMPBELL
DAVID J. GETSY
GORDON HALL
nicole killian
YVONNE LEBIEN
TOTO LIN
RICHARD MEYER
NAT PYPER
CHRISTOPHER REED
PREM SAHIB
PAUL SOULELLIS
RAMON TEJADA
JOHN VOSS

1. Yvonne Lebien, “Betraying
Authority: Notes on Queer Art,”
in GenderFail Reader 2, ed. Be
Oakley (New York: GenderFail Press, 2020,) 45–48.
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2. David J. Getsy, “Queer
Intolerability and its Attachments,” in Queer (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 2016,) 13–15.
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The accepted verdict on [...] the way to make queer work
is to utilize one of three strategies: make work that is auto-biographical from a queer subject position, show things
that are metaphors or symbols for this positionality that
the viewer will be able to recognize (what I refer to elsewhere as the “glitter problem”), or make work that displays
queer bodies directly.

I don’t think that the use of queer aesthetic forms necessarily
secures any political capacity. In fact, declaring something
‘political’ can sometimes be problematic in the sense that you
are inadvertently defining the parameters for how it can
operate.3
Prem Sahib
What Does It Mean To Make Queer Art Now?

I am interested [instead] in work that teaches me

The world is not as simple as binaries of “same vs. differ-

phenomenologically how to move through the world and

ent.” Differences lurk within narratives of cultural conti-

how to perceive differently, in ways that will make queer-

nuity, while sparks of identification and empathy may be

ness and gender variety more possible. How can you

struck in the comparison of cultures far removed from

change your mode of embodiment?5

one another. [...] This may be schematized as a matrix of

Gordon Hall

continuities and disjunctures between various ideas of art

New Space Education And How It Works

and homosexuality.
Listed along the top of the matrix are categories

Queering design means making a conscious and repeated

that historians have distinguished as different conceptual

choice to side with my queer colleagues who do challenge

forms used to understand behaviors that look homoerotic

the status quo. [...] You have to challenge the cis- and het-

to modern eyes: normal behavior (adolescent play or for-

erosexist (and racist, and ableist, and classist) underpin-

mal initiatory rites) associated with maturation; sexual en-

nings of the systems designers work in to make meaningful

counters in which one person is perceived as transcending

change. [...] In a queerer field, we would encourage users to

gender norms; a separate identity shared by people of

make decisions based on informed consent and not slick

comparable age and status who are seen as constitutional-

heuristics. We would let them define themselves instead

ly different from those who engage in heterosexual sex [...];

of forcing them into binary choices that determine how

and a performative role, which does not imply an inevitable

we talk to them and what we allow them to do. [...] I think

or permanent core identity, but is a self-conscious choice

the queerer design becomes, the more diverse our visual

among options available in a particular society [...]

output will be as more people are recognized for their work

Ranged along the other axis of the matrix are con-

without having to filter that work through a dominant idea

ceptions of how crafted objects (what we call “art”) might

of what “good design” looks like.7

relate to sexual identity in different cultures: depictions

John Voss

of homoerotic acts or of the pople associated with them,

A Practical Approach To Queering Design

whether these are made by insiders or outsiders for admonition or arousal [...]; eroticized objects associated with
the same-sex interactions, even if they do not illustrate sex
acts; and products of sexual minorities—that is, people
identified as deviant or different because of their homosexuality.4
Christopher Reed
Art and Homosexuality: A History of Ideas

3. Prem Sahib, “What Does
It Mean To Make Queer Art
Now?,” Frieze, May, 2014,
www.frieze.com/article/
queer-time-and-place.
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5. Gordon Hall, “New Space
Education and How It Works”
in FLEX (New York: Kent
Fine Art, 2014,) 10.

4. Christopher Reed, “Art and
Homosexuality: A History
of Ideas,” (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 6–7.
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6. John Voss, “A Practical Approach To Queering Design,”
Medium, December 2, 2020,
medium.com/queer-designclub/a-practical-approachto-queering-design-f331bbc948a7.

95

There is no queer typography, only queer acts of reading and
writing. It feels new to say this now, but this is a statement
that owes so much to more than three decades of queer theory and gender studies that brought us, among other things,
the understanding that “gender is an act one does, rather
than a thing one is” [...] we need to stay with queer as an
action, actively engaging with the past and the future as a
verb. As in: queer acts of disrupting, interrupting, agitating,
and surviving against normative logics of success.8
Paul Soulellis
What is Queer Typography?
Sometimes, it’s not enough to see characters that look like
you. To remedy this, queer and trans game designers are
changing the interactive media landscape, innovating experiences that uplift the queer community. So how do you
design a game “queerly”? One way is to think of queering
as subverting norms of capitalistic, linear gameplay, by
exploring a values-based, futurist perspective instead.
Many game designers begin designing by focusing on the
feelings they want players to have. In my games, I strive
to create feelings of abundance, catharsis, and solidarity,
which align with personal values like intersectionality
and self-care.9
Toto Lin
Queer and Trans-formative Game Design

8. Paul Soulellis, “What is
Queer Typography?,” (talk,
New York, May 8, 2021), Type
Drives Communities, soulellis.
com/writing/tdc2021.

QUEER THINGS

Decolonizing, queering, colorizing as an action requires
that we take ACTIVE steps to break the dam (the confines, the grid, the systems, the safety) design traffics in.
Create openings for the neglected perspectives and ideas
from the edges of the grid to explode outward—not seep
out, but explode. Make spaces (big spaces) in your book
shelves, leave spaces in our syllabi, literally leave spaces
blank to explore this idea/action responsibly; leave spaces
for other to talk and share their non-western, nonbinary,
non-“designed” work. Simply get out of the way and let
others occupy the space. Let’s go beyond style and hipness and more towards opening up.¹0
Ramon Tejada
We Must Topple the Tropes, Cripple the Canon

A queering of design education is an opening, an unclosable gap. We must critique our own critiques. We must
embrace a multiplicity of perspectives. We must reimagine
the past in service of the future. We must cannibalize the
canon. We don’t know what these structures might look
like and they too will change, but we must go into the
unknown, together.11
nicole killian
How Will We Queer Design Education without Compromise?

10. Ramon Tejada, “We Must
Topple the Tropes, Cripple
the Canon,” Walker Reader,
July 26, 2018, walkerart.org/
magazine/soundboard-queering-design-education-ramon-tejada.

9. Toto Lin, “Queer and
Trans-formative Game
Design,” Color Bloq, October
2020, www.colorbloq.org/
article/queer-and-trans-formative-game-design.
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11. nicole killian, “How Will
We Queer Design Education without Compromise?,”
Walker Reader, July 26, 2018,
walkerart.org/magazine/
soundboard-queering-design-education-nate-pyper
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When we talk about this idea of queering design education,

LGBTQ design is about audacity, trying things out, and

it’s mainly about elevating voices. It’s figuring out how to

sometimes failing. Because LGBTQ people have historically

get students to feel like they have more agency in these

been denied positions of political and economic power—or

systems inside of which we all have to maneuver. I think

even basic protections from those who would threaten

educators need to be constantly unlearning what our own

our lives and livelihoods—many of the designs discussed

educational background was and asking ourselves, “What

in this book share, by dint of circumstance, similar origin

are the actual needs of the bodies in front of us?” [...]

stories: namely, courageous individuals and small groups
working together to visualize and imagine new political

Sadly, I think there’s a lot of people in education
who teach because they like the power they have, and that

horizons.14

is something that’s really scary to me. We need to remove

Andy Campbell

that power and figure out how we can create a space

Queer × Design

where people actually feel comfortable and excited to be

Homosexuality is thus conceived not simply as an
identitty possessed by particular subjects but as a site of
sexual meaning and symbolic investment under continual
negotiation, both by those who name themselves as gay or
lesbian and by those who do not. [...] Rather than locating
same-sex desire as a fixed category or consistent iconographic motif within modern art, [queer art and design]
is defined by the push and pull of different historical
moments and social contexts, the vehemence of proclamation and suppression, and the shifting possibilities and
constraints of sexual identitity.15
Richard Meyer
Art & Queer Culture

a designer, rather than being siloed at their laptops and
trying to “win” against their peers. So many designers work
by themselves, but it’s an important time, especially socially and politically, to talk about why it’s important to be in a
space together. How can we consider community, and not
just audience, in our work? 12
nicole killian
What Does Queering Design Education Actually Look Like In
Practice?

When we talk about queering design pedagogy we need to
talk about reproduction(s). Design is the rhetorical sleeve
by which ideology is expressed in material form. Each time
the work we create is published it reproduces not only itself
but the beliefs and conditions of the people who produce it.
Inevitably, this act of reproduction also reproduces the power
relations that yield these conditions. If the purpose of design
education is to prepare students for this aim, then in order to
queer the discipline we have to first reevaluate the histories,
principles, and social dynamics that we reproduce within
learning environments. 13
Nat Pyper
Let’s Talk About Body Reproduction

12. nicole killian, “What
Does Queering Design
Education Actually Look
Like In Practice?,” AIGA
Eye on Design, January
28th, 2019, eyeondesign.
aiga.org/what-does-queer-

QUEER THINGS

ing-design-education-actually-look-like-in-practice.

13. Nat Pyper, “Let’s Talk
About Body Reproduction,”
Walker Reader, July 26, 2018,
https://walkerart.org/magazine/soundboard-queering-design-education-nate-pyper

14. Andy Campbell, Queer ×
Design, (New York: Black Dog
& Leventhal Publishers, 2019),
xiv–xv.
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15. Richard Meyer, “Preface,”
Art & Queer Culture, (New
York: Phaidon Press, 2013), 9.
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FRAGMENTS FROM

MAKEUP ON EMPTY SPACE
ANNE WALDMAN
I am putting makeup on empty space
pasting eyelashes on empty space
painting the eyebrows of empty space
piling creams on empty space
painting the phenomenal world

I am hanging ornaments on empty space
gold clips, lacquer combs, plastic hairpins on empty space

I pour words over empty space, enthrall the empty space
packing, stuffing jamming empty space
spinning necklaces around empty space

Everything crumbles around empty space
the thin dry weed crumbles, the milkweed is blown into
empty space
from nothing to these typing fingers
from nothing to the legs of the elk
from nothing to the fine stand of pine in the forest

INTRODUCTION
Queer Space considers how subjectivity, identitity, and
value are constructed by space. How is a territory delimited? How is place made visible? How does the design
of space enable or disable access? This book considers
space broadly. It addresses the physical environment: the
ownership of land, the parceling of tracts, the administration of physical resources. And it addresses the literal
and symbolic spaces of graphic design objects: the white
space of a page, the structure of a document, typography’s
ability to open spaces within language.

Of particular importance to this volume is empty space.
What sites are perceived as unoccupied, unproductive, or
barren—as blank? Queer Space argues that no space is
trivially regarded as empty, but that “blankness” is a locus
of social construction and political dispute.
The work in this volume approaches the issue of blank space
in multiple ways. One, it seeks to elucidate the forces that
construct “blankness” and blank space. Two, blank space
is recovered as places already full of (overlooked) meaning. Three, blank space is re-imagined as a site of radical
potential, places of entry for plural or marginal voices. Four,
“blankness” is advanced as a strategy of refusing systems of
regulatory power; that is, a form of opacity that rejects but
does not supplant.
Queer Space ultiamtely represents blank space as complex,
both enabling the exclusion of and offering refuge to
minoritized identities.

THE POLITICS
OF NONREPRESENTATION
Or, How to Accurately
Not Depict Someone

All representation is misrepresentation. Graphic designers
are incapable of representing minoritarian positions: the
people, attitudes, and ideas at the margins of power. To
portray these, the designer must visualize the invisible,
re-articulate minoritarian positions in the language of the
dominant group. This action, in fact, flattens and obscures
the marginal speech that the graphic designer intends to
make visible.
In this project, I place the work of postcolonial
thinker Gayatri Spivak in conversation with Jan Van
Toorn and with Modernist graphic designers. I conclude
that not even a critical, self-reflexive graphic design
practice can address the issue of misrepresentation.
Rather, this project offers non-representation as a solution. Graphic designers should not seek to visualize the
invisible but instead to visually represent the absence of
minoritarian speech.
Two visual ways of marking absence are explored:
the intentionally blank page, refigured as a space reserved
for future speech; and the anti-collage, a layered disassemblage of existing visual material that evokes absence.
The full essay text is reproduced on the following
pages, and visual documentation concludes this section.
This work was made for the On This Day project from
Graduate Studio II, which concluded in a collaborative
publication. “The Politics of Non-Representation” was
only one section of that publication. The other participants
were the MFA class of 2022. Their work is not shown here,
but their support was important.
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Gayatri Spivak is an Indian scholar and a significant postcolonial thinker.
In her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?,”1 Spivak considers the forces that
construct and maintain the identities of colonial subjects—in particular,
the category called the subaltern. Originally coined by Antonio Gramsci
to describe the oppressed economic classes that are excluded from social
institutions by more powerful classes,2 the term subaltern was taken up
by postcolonial thinkers to investigate the exclusion of lower and marginalized social groups in imperial colonial settings. Spivak provides the
example of how dominant Indian classes, like Brahmans, were consulted
by British colonizers when codifying colonial British law. In this example, dominant Indian cultural groups had political participation—that is, a
voice in the construction of law—even while those dominant groups were
being oppressed by the colonizer. The lower Indian cultural groups had no
participation and so were excluded even from cultural imperialism. The
subaltern, then, is a category that is excluded from politics, history, power,
and knowledge. Moreover, the subaltern is “irretrievably” heterogeneous,
changing in composition from area-to-area, from person-to-person. With
regards to this many-times marginalized and irretrievably fractured class,
that Spivak asks, “Can the subaltern speak?” Which is to
ask, can desperate, marginalized persons with internalized
A BRIEF INTERLUDE In my figuration, queerness is subaltern.
oppression have a political voice? In the 1988 version of
While it is not necessary for the goals of this essay or
the text, Spivak concludes, “The subaltern cannot speak.”
project that this position be accepted, it is worth considHowever, in a 1999 revision to the essay, Spivak
eration. One might argue that queers have articulated a
writes that the subaltern “has spoken in some way.” Crit- coherent political position, that they have found unity, and
ically, ‘subaltern’ is not the equivalent to ‘oppressed’ (and
therefore are not subaltern. For example, in the 1980s and
not any oppressed group can claim subalternity). Rather, 90s, homosexuals engaged in bio-politico-social action
the subaltern describes a population existing so far at the
around AIDS. In the 2000s, homosexuals sought political
margins of power as to be entirely unintelligible to power. representation through the codification of same-sex marThe unintelligibility of the subaltern is central to Spivak’s
riage. I believe, however, that these arguments only further
essay, because the actual question is can the subaltern be
clarify that queerness is subaltern. In the past 40 years,
heard? There are two issues here: The first is that to be
legal “victories” for queers in the United States have only
heard the minoritarian subject must articulate itself in
narrowed our understanding of queerness. One’s political
the language of the majoritarian. That is, to be intelligible, fulfillment is another’s nullified positionality. Christopher
the subaltern must speak intelligibly. However, whatever
Reed writes in Art & Homosexuality, “The institutionalizais constitutive of the subaltern’s otherness is lost in that
tion of gay and lesbian identity into organizations seeking
translation—to be intelligible is to eliminate the very thing
the political and social normalization of homosexuality, for
that makes it nonintelligible. For example, insofar as it
instance, was often marked by disavowals of flamboyantly
can be contained within marriage, queer erotics are legit visual manifestations of minority sexual identity.”³ Considimized; but queer love or desire have not become legible
er how the codification of same-sex marriage advances

1. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,
Can The Subaltern Speak?:
Reflections On The History
Of An Idea, (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2010.)

QUEER SPACE

2. Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, eds. Quentin Hoare
and Geoffrey Smith, (London:
Lawrence and Wishart, 1971.)

3. Christopher Reed, “Art and
Homosexuality: A History
of Ideas,” (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 9.
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to the dominant group, instead transformed and lost. This biological essentialism and therefore further marginalizes
flattening is apparent in the question asked to a homosex- trans* identities. As Sandy Stone noted in 1996, “It is diffiual couple, “Who’ s the man and who’s the woman in the cult to articulate a counter-discourse if one is programmed
to disappear.”4 Consider how homosexuals have excluded
relationship?”
The second issue is that the western intellectual— trans persons from their political speech and organizaor, as will be discussed, graphic designers—reproduces its tions. One hears the cry of the subaltern in Sylvia Rivera’s
oppression and marginalization when attempting to rep- 1973 speech at the Christopher Street Day Liberation Rally
resent the subaltern. For example, the western intellectu- in New York city.5 A Puerto Rican transgender woman, Rial frames and restricts subaltern speech. Ragini Tharoor vera takes the stage amidst boos from the homosexual auSrinivasan writes that “the conventions of popular docu- dience. Rivera screams, “I have been beaten… I have been
mentaries that purport to ‘give voice’ to subaltern subjects thrown in jail. I have lost my job. I have lost my apartment
end up restricting those subjects, delimiting their self-ex- for gay liberation, and you all treat me this way? What the
pression to very particular modes of preauthorized speech, fuck’s wrong with you all… [I am] trying to do something
and ultimately ‘regulating what does and does not count as for ALL of us… not [the club] you all belong to!”
human.’”6 For example, a film about prostitutes might only
include clips that ‘humanize’ the documentary subjects; clips that do not
represent accurately but which do activate western political action and
sympathies toward the subaltern. When attempting to portray the subaltern—to give voice to the subaltern—the intellectual obscures their own
interpretive action: their own mediation of the subaltern. (One way this
may occur is as above: the western intellectual assimilates the subaltern
so that it is intelligible.) When the interpretive action is obscured, the subaltern subject becomes a kind of puppet, an instrument invisibly reciting
the intellectual’s speech. Spivak describes the intellectual who does this as
a “first-world intellectual masquerading as the absent nonrepresenter who
lets the oppressed speak for themselves.”
In the early 20th century, graphic designers began to develop theories of neutrality. Early discussion focused on producing immediate communication that lacked ambiguity. In 1928, Jan Tschichold wrote that “The
need for clarity in communication raises the question of how to achieve
clear and unambiguous form” and to achieve clarity “the most important
requirement is to be objective.”7 For Tschichold objectivity was closer to
plainness, a lack of ornamentation, than impartiality. However, theories
of objectivity in design evolved over the decades, from aesthetic to affective to normative. The idea that the graphic designer ought to disinterestedly transmit a message evolved over the decades. Ernst Keller, “Father
of Swiss Style,” famously commanded his students throughout the 1930s
to have “no style”—to not overrule or contribute anything to the content,
to approach it dispassionately.8 In 1972, in a public debate, Wim Crouwel

4. Sandy Stone, “The Empire
Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” (New York:
Routledge, 1996.)
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5. Sylvia Rivera, “Y’all Better
Quiet Down,” Christopher
Street Day Liberation Rally,
New York City, 1973.

6. Ragini Tharoor Srinivasan,
“‘Can the Subaltern Speak’
to My Students?,” Feminist
Formations 32, no. 1 (Spring
2020): 63–64.
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7. Jan Tschichold, The New
Typography: A Handbook For
Modern Designers, (Berkeley:
University of California Press,
1995.)
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argued, “When I claim to be afraid to put myself in between [the sender
and the receiver of a message], that is because I feel it’s never productive
for me to add a vision of my own on top of it. I believe you can separate the two.”9 Significantly, Crouwel did not simply argue that objectivity
produced clarity and easy communication, but he went further by stating
that non-objective design is “nonsense,” “pretentious,” “overblown,” and
“amateurism.” In the 1990s, Josef Müller-Brockmann made an even more
dramatic claim, arguing that “objective-informative advertising… reflect[s]
an honest attempt to present unmanipulated information to the general public. Subjective interpretation leads to a falsification of the message.”
Here, Müller-Brockmann brings the objectivity in graphic design into an
ethical realm, suggesting that non-objectivity, intentionally or not, harms
the public. Throughout the 20th century, the most salient message in
graphic design—the Modernist message—has been in favor of neutrality
and non-intervention. Graphic design, in this formulation, is apolitical,
universal, and invisible. This is to say, these men advocated and valorized
the graphic designer as absent nonrepresenters.
One person vocally opposed this viewpoint was Jan van Toorn.
Perhaps the first to introduce “critical practice” to the field of graphic
design, van Toorn rejected even the possibility of neutrality, pointing to
“the designer’s inescapable input and subjectivity.” Graphic design, for van
Toorn, did not operate in solitude—it was attended by history, tradition,
value, perspective. Plainly, every piece of graphic design has intentions: a
visual or emotional tone or even cost concerns. Van Toorn indicated that
these were values—aesthetic, social, ethical principles mores—embedded
within the project of graphic design. Even clarity is a viewpoint. To enact
clarity in graphic design, one engages in subjective mediation of the message, and this mediation has social and ethical dimensions. Objectivity in
graphic design “basically confirms existing patterns. This is not serving
communication—it is conditioning human behavior.” Objective graphic
design reproduces the existing power structures and confirms the legitimacy of extant communicative modes (the symbolic order); for example,
that scientific discourse must be rational. Van Toorn pointedly deems this
“a patriarchal fixation on reproductive ordering.” The critical graphic designer, van Toorn argues, must engage analytically with the extant structures rather than acceded to disciplinary effects of or values embedded in
communication.
The solution to the subjectivity of graphic designers that van Toorn
proposes is to foreground—to make obvious—the hand of the graphic

8. Peter Vetter, Katharina
Leuenberger, and Meike Eckstein. No Style: Ernst Keller,
1891–1968 : Teacher And
Pioneer Of The Swiss Style.
Gallen: Triest Verlag, 2017.
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Monacelli Press, 2015.)

10. Schwemer-Scheddin, Yvonne, and Josef
Müller-Brockmann., “Reputation: Muller-Brockmann,” Eye
Magazine, no. 19. 1995.
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The cover of the collective publication made by the 2022 thesis cohort, within which
this project exists.

designer. He writes, “The acts [the graphic designer] performs take place
through [the graphic designer], and [they] are a subjective link. […] It
is about [the graphic designer’s] attitude regarding social relations. This
is what should be center stage.”11 Van Toorn termed this—the methodology by which graphic designers make themselves present in the
work—“self-reflexive practice.” Foregrounding the graphic designer often
appeared as collage and handwriting in Jan van Toorn’s personal work.
Both activities suggest the physical creation of the message, making the
designer’s embodiment integral to the communication. Photocollage had
the additional function of exposing (even dramatizing) the construction of
the message: the literal combination of materials standing for the creation
of an idea through the combination of symbols. Through these methods,
the audience would understand that the message itself was constructed;
that is was, in fact, an argument to scrutinize. Van Toorn writes that this
practice “exposes the variety of interests and disciplinary edifices in the
message” and so “raises questions among the public that stimulate a more
active way of dealing with reality.” That is, a self-reflexive practice should
prompt the audience to investigate the message they receive, to approach
communication with skepticism and savvy.
Self-reflexivity in graphic design is in apparent opposition to the
objective design promoted by Keller, Crouwel, and other modernist designers. In making the designer visible, van Toorn is situating the graphic
designer as a present, mediating force in communication—the antithesis
of the absent nonrepresenter. I noted above that Gayatri Spivak is critical
of the western intellectual for assimilating the subaltern to make it intelligible. Returning to an above example, documentary filmmakers frame
their subjects towards a political or narrative goal, altering the speech of
the subaltern, while simultaneously obscuring the act of interpretation.
This is the failure that Jan van Toorn identifies in the modernists. Graphic
designers too intervene on their subjects: they construct a message towards
a communicative goal and simultaneously obscure the graphic designer’s
mediation of the message. Van Toorn’s solution to this problem is to make
visible the mediation that graphic designer enacts. Spivak conceptualization of the subaltern, however, problematizes Van Toorn’s self-reflexive
practice (at least wherever the graphic designer mediates the speech of
the subaltern).
Spivak’s true question is (not can the subaltern speak but) can the
subaltern be heard? This formulation brings into relief the faults in Jan
van Toorn’s positioning of graphic designers as visible mediators. The crit-

11. Van Toorn, Jan. “Design
and Reflexivity.” 1994.
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ical concern is not whether the speech of the subaltern can be mediated
but what happens to that speech when it is mediated. The mediation of
the subaltern necessarily assimilates subaltern speech into the language
(the symbolic order) of the majoritarian. Making the graphic designer’s
hand obvious may induce in the audience a more critical consideration of
the material being presented; it may in fact induce the audience to meaningfully interrogate the interpreter of the subaltern or the audience’s own
biases towards the subaltern. However, such mediation does not and necessarily cannot make the subaltern’s speech more intelligible to the audience.
That is, mediation from the designer does not prevent the assimilation,
translation, or interpellation of the subaltern. A self-reflexive practice does
not prevent the (re)construction of the subaltern nor the appropriation of
the subaltern by the dominant order nor create space for the subaltern.
The graphic designer must confront their own functional incapacity
to represent the subaltern. I have shown that the subaltern can be neither
interpreted nor mediated, neither spoken for nor (re)presented. Can the
subaltern be located at all in a graphic design practice? Recognizing that
that any positive expression is reductive, the question must be reformed.
We should not ask whether the graphic designer can visualize the invisible, but rather how can the graphic designer leave blanks into which the
subaltern can voice itself? Can the graphic designer trace the contours of
the inarticulable, creating a bubble to contain speech? Can the graphic
designer mark the absence of the illegible, reserving seats in the theatre?
Can the graphic designer denote space for the invisible, allowing unfilled
gaps and fissures?

* * *

In the remaining pages, I explore two visual methods for signifying
absence. The first method is the ‘vacat page.’ Most commonly encountered
as an empty side or leaf in a legal document, the vacat page is left vacant,
except sometimes for the printed text “This Page Intentionally Left Blank”
(or similar). Commonly used to humorous end because of it’s paradoxical
nature (“this page intentionally left blank—except for that”), what I am
interested in is the blank page as a generous instrument. It represents an
openness to insertion, a space held for someone yet to arrive, a welcoming
hollow. The second method is a kind of anti-collage. I trimmed dozens
of women (who may or may not be subaltern) from the pages of fashion
magazines. Then I overlapped and combine the resulting voids to produce
collage compositions. In these ‘un-Toorns,’ what is significant is not the
construction but the absence of the subject. These compositions suggest
the impossibility of representation. Morever, these ‘un-Toorn’ collages attend to the model as empty vessels for corporate signifiers. One realizes
they did not even see the women before they were removed; rather their
absence has made them apparent.
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OCCUPIED
SPACES
Monumentalizing
“Blank”Space

Andrew Culps writes that, “Monuments are power slowed
enough to stand tall and to be easily seen.” Monuments
are power made material: Power as the ability to control
others behavior, not through violent coercion, but through
the production of culture and knowledge. Monuments tell
us who and what was important and consequently what
are our values. One way that monuments exercise power
is by shaping history. Judith Halberstam writes, “Memorialization tidies up disorderly histories. it is a disciplinary
mechanism, “a ritual of power:” selecting what is important, creating a continuous narrative out of contradiction.”
Monuments are history made solid. And monumentalizing,
the act of making a monument, is the activity of concretizing history.
“Occupied Spaces” is a monument that is decentralized, destabilized, and denarativized. In collaboration with
local organizations, six sites were selected throughout
Providence. A circle sixteen-feet in diameter is demarcated,
and a 360° camera is placed in that marked circle. Video
is recorded for one week; after which time, the demarcated
area is enclosed in a concrete dome and the 360° video is
projected onto the dome. After one week, when the recording has played through once, the videos will rotate; the six
sites swapping videos between them.
“Occupied Spaces” is a truly public monument, in
which everyone performs—pedestrians, squirrels,even
wind-blown trash. There is no single author and no particular message. The monument is, therefore, impartial
to history: not a blind or disinterested but the monument
does not pick winners and losers. Instead, the monument
exposes the politics of place. Because it lacks narrative, the
monument becomes about context, about how the structures surrounding a location shape what occurs in that
location, what is possible in a place.

ADAM FEIN
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1. Culps, Andrew, “A Radical
Cartography: Spatializing
Power,” Accessed May 1, 2022.
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ABOVE In order to construct the monument, a site is selected and
an area is demarcated.
OPPOSITE A 360° degree camera is installed on the chosen site. The
camera will record everything that occurs at that site for one week.
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ABOVE After one week, the selected site is enclosed in a dome of
concrete. Monuments destroy memory in order to create history.
This monument perpetuates the space by occupying that very
space. It does literally what all monuments do conceptually.
It appropriates the thing in order to symbolize it.
OPPOSITE The 360° camera is replaced by a 360° dome projector.
The week-long video is projected onto the dome in real time, the
events of the previous week becoming monumentalized.
NEXT PAGE

A render of the 360° camera.
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Renders of the 360° dome projector inside the concrete structure.
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“Occupied Spaces” is a serial monument, intended to exist in at
least five sites. These are renderings of the sites at (clockwise,
beginning above) Burnside Park near Kennedy Plaza, Chalkstone
Ave in Smith Hill, Hughes Court in Brown University, and Roger
Williams Park in South West Providence.
NEXT PAGE
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site at Friendship Street in upper South West Providence.
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Examples of video projected inside the dome. The videos rotate
between the sites every week, turning this project into a moveable
monument. Relocation calls attention to the politics of place.
Because the monument, is not about anything—it does not offer
a narrative or a history—the monument becomes about context,
about how the structures surrounding a location shape what
occurs in that location, what is possible in a place.
NEXT PAGE The monument seeks to monumentalize “nothing.”
As such, vast portions of the video may be considered slow,
unremarkable, and not worthy of memory.
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QUIET
“Blankness” as Content

“Quiet” is a motion graphics project that explores blank
video as a form of empty space, which in reality (like all
other empty space) is rich with potential meaning.
A totally black video, taken without any light, is manipulated into generating form: black static transitions slowly
into prismatic color and effecescent motion. Simultaneously, the sound of white noise grows louder. At the climax,
the word “quiet” haltingly comes into existence, and the
audio crossfades into the gentle static of ocean noises.
Eventually, the video collapses back in on itself, returning
to static and blackness.

ADIE FEIN
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See the project in motion at ajfein.com/quiet
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GENDER
TOOLS
Fixxer and
Times Neutral Roman

Regulatory frameworks, like gender markers on birth certificates, exist to construct subjects—not only as citizens or
legal actors but as knowable bodies, behaviors, and desires.
Unspecified markers is a term to describe the X marking
placed on legal documents, typically in place of an M or F.
Unspecified markers demonstrate one method for subverting without (yet) abolishing these frameworks. They act as
empty spaces within a structure, like an unmarked form
box or an incomplete cloze test. Unspecified markers are
not new genders or even positive theories on gender. They
do not indicate any particular thing but hold shifting possibilities. They are sites of refusal situated within systems of
identification.
Other work within this thesis1 is critical of neo-pronouns as reifiers of identity. They are depicted as collapsing
possibilities (of behavior, desire, identity) into politically
legible markers or tokens. Instead, unspecified markers
offer inclusive conceptions of gender. This is one way to
understand ‘they/them’ pronouns. ‘They’ can hold both cis
and trans* identities; preferring neither, uplifting neither.
‘They’ as an inclusive term corresponds to its historical
usage, referencing a person of unknown gender. Lately,
‘They’ has been used most visibly by nonbinary or genderqueer persons, because it does not character masculinity
to the exclusion of femininity. Jack Halberstam theorizes
the term “Trans*”2 along similar lines: “the asterisk forbids
any definite meaning […] Trans* opens endless possibilities
for the diacritical mark is resolutely indefinite.” Understood
this way, trans* becomes expansive, resisting any definite
description of a fixed ‘transgender body’ or a ‘transgender
way of being’.
Gender Tools is a project that explores how graphic design might subvert gender by refusing gendered
language. By introducing unspecified markers into text,
the project highlights gendered language and opens up the
spaces for the “resolutely indefinite.” The project consists of
an overarching website that contains two web-based tools:
a browser plug-in and a re-programmed typeface.

ADAM FEIN
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See the project in motion at ajfein.com/gender-tools
1. See “Legibility is Violence”
in Queer Things, page 32.
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The landing page of the overarching gender tools website. Visitors
are asked to engage in an act of identification prior to entering.
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The home page of the overarching “Gender Tools” website. X’s
(signifying unspecified markers) are randomly placed on a grid.
The location of the X’s change upon each new page load.
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On mouseover, the X’s reveal their contents. Grey X’s represent
historical documentation and visitor responses to the “I am”
question on the landing page. Yellow X’s represent notable pages,
like an about page, contact information page, and the two webbased tools.
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Nearly 40 distinct Xs were designed specifically for this project.
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Fixxer

Fixxer is a web-based plugin that obscures gendered
language across the internet. Because gendered language
is important and necessary in some contexts—as in the
description of gender-based oppression—the words are
revealed on hover. The necessity or triviality of gender in
a text becomes evident.

Fixxer replaces gendered language with X’s across The New York
Times homepage.
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Because gendered language is important for describing genderbased oppression, Fixxer does not permanently remove the text.
Words are revealed on hover. Therefore the plug-in makes gender
visible even as it is obscured.
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Times Neutral Roman
Times Neutral Roman is a typeface programmed to replace
gender-based language with an unspecified marker (an
X’d rectangle). TNR makes the writer aware of the use of
gendered language, which may be composed instinctively,
without deliberation. If gender is central to the concept of
the work, then TNR presents formal opportunity. Could
(and should all) gendered language announce itself?
Intermixed fonts or written emphasis (**girl**) becomes
strategies for maintaining gendered phrases with the text.

When the user of Times Neutral Roman types a gendered word,
like “macho” or “effeminate,” the font automatically replaces the
word with an unspecified marker (here, a glyph not found symbol.)
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Gendered phrases like “bachelor,” “fireman,” “emasculate,” and
“gentleman” are replaced by unspecified markers when using
Times Neutral Roman.
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A VERY LONG,
LABORIOUS
PROCESS
THAT YIELDS
100 BLANK
PAGES
ADIE FEIN &
WILL MIANECKI

MARCH 2022

Pages “left intentionally blank” are everywhere: in legal
documents, bureaucratic forms, school tests. What do they
do? Where did they come from? And what do they reveal
about the functions of graphic design? In this conversation, Will Mianecki and I discuss an ongoing, collaborative
project that interrogates the theoretical and material implications of the “page left intentionally blank,” in order to
illuminate graphic design’s role in systems of domination.
The central component of the project is an archive of 100
“intentionally blank” pages gathered from Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) documents. This collection uniquely
exposes how design exercises administrative authority,
whether inside a document or in physical space.
The BLM is a federal agency that administers land,
approximately one eighth of the entire landmass of the
United States. The BLM also manages the mineral rights
(the metal, oil, etc. within the ground) of over 30% of U.S.
territory. The government initially took ownership of these
areas because they were “lands nobody wanted,”1 having
been passed over by homesteaders. However, if once seen
as empty, the land is now regarded as precious. Today, the
BLM is tasked with the conservation and restoration of the
lands, the oversight of natural resource extraction, and the
provision of access for recreation.
The management of this land occurs by way of
administrative operations, which produce extensive documentation. The “intentionally blank” pages in our collection
originate in these documents. There they enact a kind of
designerly control, managing the sequencing, printing, and
reading of publications. This project, therefore, implicates
graphic design in the government’s ownership and control—and by extension the colonial capture—of land in the
United States. Through the creation of an essentially empty
archive, we highlight and trouble the role of graphic design
as an agent of regulatory power.
Will Mianecki graduated from the RISD graduate program
in graphic design in 2022. Will is currently a designer on the
culture and communications team at The New York Times.

1. U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, Our Heritage, Our Future:
The BLM And America’s Public
Lands, (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Dept. of the Interior, Bureau of
Land Management, 2017), 150.
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Okay, should we start for real now?
WILL MIANECKI Yeah, sure.

I am hoping to have a conversation about the Blank Pages Book’s history,
process, themes, and collaboration. That is, the specifics of our Blank Pages
Book project: how it got started, what it is, our process. I also want to discuss the subjects or ideas in the project that we find compelling. And then,
at the end, we could talk about collaboration: why we want to collaborate
and how has this collaboration been successful?I should also state at the
top that I initially intended to do individual writing about this project. However, a conversation makes you conspicuously, undeniably a partner. This
is a collaborative project, and I am not the individual author or owner at all.
Plus, I like spending time with you, and this way we get to hang out.

It makes sense too, because talking to one another has been such an important part of the Blank Pages Book project. We have been making sense
of things through dialogue.
That’s right. Okay, let’s start. How did this Blank Pages Book project begin?

I had been working on projects that involved looking at a lot of bureaucratic documents, and I became really interested in the ways that design
was functioning within them. I was looking at pages, appendices, and other
elements added to documents. I had made four short exploratory books
about documents; one was a book made of pages left intentionally blank.
You were also interested in placeholders, and we had been talking around
that as a theme for maybe years.
In particular, I was thinking about empty space and its political meaning in
Graduate Studio in 2021. That evolved into a poetic exploration of the intentionally blank page. You were the TA for the course, saw that project, and
explained to me your idea for a book full of intentionally blank pages. You
proposed we could work together, and I agreed. We had our first meeting
the day before you moved from Providence to New York city. You posed a
very important framing question: from what archive would the blank pages
come?

Right. We discussed working with documents that concern space—blank
space, empty space—which led us to organizations that have a relationship to land. We settled on the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).
We started meeting weekly on Zoom in the fall. We’ve never worked on this
project in person. Even when, say, I visited NYC, we never talked about the
work.

Yeah, it’s contained to these Zoom meetings. Though, it is hard to characterize the meetings, and that speaks to our method of collaboration. We
talk a lot about design pedagogy, teaching, practice. In these meetings, and
in our relationship, I have learned a lot of other topics related to design,
not directly related to the project.
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That is true. We do much more than just talk about this Blank Pages Book
project—or, rather it has been an entryway to other topics.

We came in simply interested in blank pages, but the project has really
evolved a lot as we have experienced the archives. That has informed the
issues and design choices we are currently thinking about, like placing
blank pages on top of images of land or the scale of the pages. That was the
history. Where is the project at now?
Beginning the project our goal was to collect a sequence of intentionally

Bureau of Land Management

blank pages, running from page one to page 100. It was challenging, be-

Bureau of Land Management

2020 Budget Justifications

2020 Budget Justifications

cause of how blank pages operate, but we are almost there. From the activity of collecting—reading and looking closely at BLM documents—we have
arrived at a book that is an archive of blank pages and also a collection of
visual essays. Those essays will explore certain themes: the visual rhetoric
of blank space, grids, parceling. The essays are an exegesis of the archive,
of the blank pages, unpacking their relationship to graphic design. The final
book will contain a bibliography that presents exactly where those blank
pages come from. Recently, because we find the archive endlessly interesting, we have been discussing additional directions, maybe lectures, a
website, and a workshop.
Where is it going in the future?

Chapter VI – Management of Lands & Resources

Page VI-74

It has been so generative. The writing and thinking has been produced by
the experience of building the archive and the conversations that we have
had. In addition, that archive of blank pages, we have been building other,
more informal collections, like representations of the land. The project is
getting to questions that are central to me: how power is being enacted
through design as it relates to land, the control and occupation of space,
and refusal. We have talked about potential spinoff projects while making
this—even though we haven’t finished!
Chapter VI – Management of Lands & Resources

Page VI-74

Could you say more about why you are interested in documents
generally?
Glossary
Why is that a meaningful area of inquiry?
Glossary

This page intentionally left blank.

This page intentionally left blank.

December 2009
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In grad school, I was interested in the technological sides of power: how
they were highly designed and how designers were implicated in those
systems of power and control, as at Facebook or Amazon where everything
is about speed and efficiency. I was really interested in what design as,
what Metahaven calls, high resolution censorship. What is outside of the
designed frame? As you try to understand those companies beyond the
ways in which they represent themselves, what you encounter are sites of
power like infrastructure, bureaucratic documents and labor, people working. It should be apparent, but it feels not obvious that power is located at
those sites. So, from the perspective of a designer, these documents are really interesting, because they are pieces of design ephemera. The questions
are: How is design functioning in these mundane, abundant documents?
And what type of intervention could a designer make?What is interesting
to you about documents?
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I am interested for similar reasons. Generally, my interests are how graphic
design operates within culture, in particular to reproduce and enforce dominant, normative cultural ideas. I am also interested in the ways that graphic
designers may or may not be capable of subverting that reproduction and
enforcement. I became interested in the blank page as a space that may be
available for capture, as an opportunity for subversion built into the document itself—blank space as the seeds of the document’s own destruction.
As our Blank Pages Book project progressed (and alongside other work
I was doing), I began to think about how graphic design operates as a kind
of infrastructure for power. Design is not the originating authority of—may
not even be the actor of—domination, but it enables the transmission of
power. Design as infrastructure¹ might be characterized as a network, as
interconnected channels or lines of power that can be tracked to low-level,
material human life. So, I became interested in documents because they expose a connection between design and people. One of the goals of the this
project is to address design’s material effects on humans. In part, we chose
the Bureau of Land Management because it connected graphic design to
the control of space in the United States. The BLM allows us to discuss
how graphic design may be involved in the partition of a space, the sale of
a space, the exclusion of bodies from a space.

That’s what is exciting to me, too. In grad school, shifting from brands allowed me to follow threads of power. When I talked to Cameron La Follette,
an environmental lawyer from Tierra Del Mar, she did not understand why
I was interested in her practice, because I am a graphic designer. But it
really does make sense, because documents implicate design in the control
of space—or, in the case of Facebook, the appropriation of space. It should
be obvious, but it is very rare to begin a critique of design in documents, for
documents to motivate criticism. That is an exciting thing about our Blank
Pages Book project: we start with something as exact as a blank page taken
from a specific archive. I am reminded of when Familiars Strangers2 said
to listen to the noise instead of the signal. It is a way of seeing systems
beyond the way they are intended to be experienced.
That is a good quote. This project is centered on intentionally blank pages
taken from Bureau of Land Management documents. It has always been
focused on that. However, our extensive, lengthy looking at and thinking
about blank pages (and the documents from which originate) allowed us
to see how the BLM expresses values by way of graphic design. We have
talked about the visual representation of land in BLM documents: how it
is photographed, the visual rhetoric of the land. We have talked about the
1. See “Graphic Design as Infrastructure,” in Queer Power,
page 4.

QUEER SPACE

88

ADIE FEIN & WILL MIANECKI

2. Familliars Strangers Press.
“Transdisciplinarity, Collaboration & Computation.” (Panel
discussion, Multiple Formats:
Contemporary Art Book
Symposium, Boston University,
Boston, February 26, 2022. )
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graphical representation of BLM’s operations: the use of grids, maps, survey lines, or even clip art to symbolize the control of and activity on the land.
We have also discussed that these design objects reveal how the BLM positions itself in relationship to the land over time. Historically, the Bureau of
Land Management was enabled to claim the land because it was perceived
as blank—vacant, valueless. It was perceived as blank because settlers
did not choose to take up residence in these spaces as they colonized the
west. BLM now controls about one eighth of the United States landmass. Of
course, in the nearly 200 year history of the organization,3 the perception of
the land’s value has changed. The land the BLM controls is now considered
extremely valuable: for their mineral rights, for their grazing rights, as well
as for their value as sites of recreation and natural beauty. That shift in value
is extremely important. It helps us to understand that what we regard as
blank—empty, worthless—is never an idle political question.

Yes, exactly. Our experience was unique as a graphic design process. We encountered BLM archives through a search for a collection of blank pages.
Our searches were constructed specifically to locate pages that are intentionally left blank in documents, and what we found, while searching, were
all of these representations of land. The way these documents work, which
is what you’re describing, suggests blankness as metaphor. The imagination of space as blank is a powerful and fraught political project. Blankness
enables the appropriation of land, the right to take land from other people,
and it enables the larger cultural-political belief in Manifest Destiny.
The blank imaginary is entirely inseparable from settler colonialism, at least
as it relates to land.

Yes, you are talking about the visual metaphors that construct power as
it relates to land: mapping land, breaking land into plots. You don’t have
to be a genius to understand it when you’re looking at these images! The
cover of the document is literally a white man with surveying tools, alone
with a backdrop of nature, framed by maps. It is very literal! Bureaucratic
documents signify a specific Western authority. The documents represent
evidence and authority, signatures and seals, and the visual design that
produces that authority, which was critical to enabling a certain relationship to the land. We are interested in blank pages, in part, because they do
not carry that authority. They are documents that do not mean anything,
and so defy that way of seeing, defy that system of control.
Right, within Western history, deeds and contracts underlie claims to land.
Historically, people have been denied land because of their lack of access
3. James Muhn and Hanson
R. Stuart, “Opportunity and
Challenge: The Story of BLM,”
1988.
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to reading, writing, and physical documentation or their alternative cultur-

allowing the document to run away from itself—the document cannot be

al traditions of residence or possession. The intentionally blank page as a

idle or unknown or wild!

document exposes how all documents operate within these systems and

Yes, and that is exciting to me. Beyond the paradox of a page marked “This
Page Intentionally Left Blank”—which, you know, is funny—we find a
really intense desire for control. In documents, it is the control of space in
the page and publication. And, when put in conversation with the Bureau
of Land Management, the intentionally blank page gains new meaning.
I don’t want to go off on a tangent—

challenges the idea of documentation.

But it is a complicated issue as well. Blankness functions in many different
ways for the Bureau of Land Management. It enables the appropriation of
land, but the BLM also constructs this image of land as blank in order to
conserve it—nature as preserved, as protected therefore empty. We have
also talked about the potential of the blank page as a site of refusal—the
refusal to be mapped. That may be another complex form of blankness.
Within these documents, these pages are held empty, preserved, in the face
of all the other bureaucratic stuff.

Please go off!

I have been thinking about psychoanalysis lately. Freud thought the therapists should be a blank slate onto which clients project their issues.

For me, at least, the intentionally blank page has always been a synecdoche

That is interesting. We haven’t yet thought about this project in relation

for the control graphic design enacts within documents, or in other publi-

to the tabula rasa ever. What does it mean to imagine humans as blank

cations and physical space. The most straightforward way to get at this is

slates? That idea is most strongly associated with John Locke,5 who uses

to ask, “What is the intentionally blank page doing in a document at all?” It

the tabula rasa to argue for universal natural rights. He defined those rights

has two obvious functions. The first is epistemic. It clarifies for the audience

at “life, liberty, and estate,” (which inspired some well-known American

that the page is intentionally blank. (That is so obvious it is almost dumb

principles.) It is also relevant to our project to note that, for John Locke,

to say aloud.) It informs us that a page from the document is not missing.

legitimate government emerges from the need to enforce property rights.

The second is the maintenance of the structure of the publication, ensuring

We can connect the idea of a blank state, then, to the control of land. The

that certain pages always appear recto, for example. That is a little weird

tabula rasa seems so unfamiliar to contemporary thought. Today, we resist

and more interesting when we realize that these documents became, at

the idea of a “natural state,” of a “pre-discursive”6 human as Judith Butler

some point in time, primarily electronic. Why are there intentionally blank
pages in documents meant to be PDFs? What does that tell us about the

Art from California Desert Conservation Area Plan
Amendments Decision Record, 1989/1990.

would say. We cannot imagine humans as a blank slate anymore. Sorry!

purpose of design?

I am also interested in the ways in which our anxiety can extend into a fear
of blank space and desire to control space. An intentionally blank page is
such an anxious act of design. It is the graphic designer announcing, “This
is not a mistake.”
We see this idea is psychoanalysis. For example, Lacan thinks a lot
about anxiety and its relationship to mapping and to the control of space.
Louise Bourgeois had a recent show at the Jewish Museum, titled “Freud’s
Daughter.” For that, Jameson Webster, a practicing psychologist and cultural critic at the New School, talked about Bourgeois’s anxiety about controlling space.

That the page has to be designated as a blank page so that it is not mistaken as a blank page reminds me “How to Map Nothing.”4 There, Shannon
Mattern says that representing a space on a map as blank designated that
space as something to be taken, which enabled a settler-colonial action.
Whereas in representations of the sea on maps, the blank space was considered scary and so those spaces were filled with sea monsters. It reduced
the anxiety around the blankness of the ocean. So, blank pages are funny
to me, because there is an anxiety around them.
That is true, and that anxiety is not trivial. It is true for maps, and it is true for
white space in graphic design. White space is meant to exert another type

Graphic design is a difficult thing to define. That anxiety could reveal, at

of control; otherwise it is misused, bad. White space must form a negative

least somewhat, what design foundationally is—that design is always about

shape, or white space must frame the text block. White space is “good”

creating systems of control. When do graphic designers ever actually give

when it has a formal, controlling presence on the page. This is all about not

up control? It is wild to me that the best example in our field is Conditional

4. Shannon Mattern, “How to
Map Nothing,” Places Journal,
March 2021.

5. John Locke, Two Treatises
of Government, (London:
1823), 141.
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6. Judith Butler, Gender
Trouble: Feminism And The
Subversion Of Identity, (New
York: Routledge, 1999), X,
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Design, where we’re building systems with fluid but expected outcomes,

Land surveying being not so far removed from designing feels right. That

where perhaps an item is at a surprising angle. When has there been a case

survey shapes the land, it’s not simply a descriptive process. Survey creates

in graphic design where the emergent result destroys the system? Where

parcels or boundaries. It makes determinations about value—what is empty

the result is rebellious or disobedient? Generally, it is considered a failure of

or not empty. Much like the land surveyor, we have covered a lot of ground,

design when we lose control.

so let us transition to a new topic.

It makes me think of Unimark designers wearing lab coats. There is this
desire for surgical control and objectivity, to be scientists.

I want to talk about the intentionally blank page as an aesthetic object. It is visually compelling as a design artifact in and of itself. At the time
of speaking, we have collected more than 700 intentionally blank pages.

Even as we moved away from Modernist frameworks for graphic design, we

Both of us have individually reviewed hundreds of Bureau of Land Manage-

are still so invested in the idea of building permanent systems.

ment documents. We have become extremely familiar with the visual design

What we are talking about is so tiny: a piece of ephemera that is produced
as a byproduct of a design document, but it reveals a lot about the field.

of BLM, including stylistic evolutions over time. That is why we can say their
visual tropes, like the representations of land, have been very consistent
across time. The visual shift is only ever the method of illustrating empty

Yes, that is why the project is interesting. Where does the blank page get

land: clipart, or film or digital photography. We have also become very famil-

us in thinking about graphic design? Where does the blank page get us in

iar with the varied forms of intentionally blank pages in these documents.

thinking about the visual rhetoric of space? Sure, we like it as an aesthetic

We both had prior enthusiasm for document aesthetics—that is a motiva-

artifact, as a design object. But the driving question of the project is “Can

tion for this project, for sure—but I think we both developed a real fondness

the intentionally blank pages speak to us about these invisible systems of

for intentionally blank pages. At least, I have come to love the intentionally

control?”

blank page. They are a study in an extreme minimalism: infinitesimal details

There is a parallel there to the representations of land. Depicting nature
as nature is about separating humans from nature, and therefore, in a position of control over it. The design is always imagined to be in a similar
position to the material that we’re working with. That is, the designer is
separated from the material. We are controlling the actual document, of
course, but that separation produces a relationship between the designer
and the document that reinforces our position of power.

affect a page’s character; microscopic design choices almost radiate. It is
atomic design.

I agree completely. The feeling of building this archive is so central to the
ideas that we’ve discussed. So much is experienced in searching through a
full 500-page document seeking one blank page.
Going through 500 pages of content to locate the one page that’s reserved
for no content is an interesting experience. It is strange that, in gathering

That is really interesting. One traditional framing in our field is that graphic

blank pages, we are building a collection of nothing. What does it mean to

designers are supposed to respond to the content—not make content. We

have an archive of nothing? What does that tell us about the role of graph-

don’t do writing, right? We do design. That framing maintains that sepa-

ic design or the role of archives? But, also, there is the joy in locating the

ration from the content in order to insist on control over it. It makes me

blank page. In the final outcome for this project, the final book, we intend

wonder what happens when we remove that separation.

to assemble 100 blank pages in page order—blank pages numbered one

Is it stepping into subjectivity? I saw a posting recently for a job called
“Content Designer.” I almost had a meltdown! It fried my brain! I couldn’t
understand what the role was, because those are almost not two words in
my mind: you cannot disconnect “content” from “designer.” Inherent in the
role of the designer is a distance from the content. Crossing or flattening
that distance troubles what it means to be a designer, not just professionally but in terms of the authority and allure that attends being a designer.

to one-hundred. There is special joy, then, in locating a rare folio. There is
joy too in being surprised formally: type set at a large point size; type set
vertically; a page with a watermark. It is a thrilling experience! Each is a
discovery! There is so much visual variety in these minimal, quotidian—and
some would say boring—document pages.

the removed position.

To return to the image of the guy climbing the hill, he is a graphic designer.
Do you know what I mean? That is actually a perfect metaphor for the designer, climbing up to get perspective over the land in order to map a grid
onto it—to design onto it.
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Burea of Land Management emblem showing a
focus on land survey and extractive industry. It
was adopted in 1946 and used into the 1970s.

Yeah. When I was in school, people would ask, “Why do you spend so much
time with documents in archives? That’s boring!” But it is really exciting.
There are interesting design decisions being made within these bureaucratic forms. It is funny; I have pages that I love, that I remember loving
when I found them. But as we’ve been placing them in the book, testing
layouts—in particular the layouts in which the blank page is framed by
images of the BLM land they reference—I find I prefer the pages that have
the least, that are the most minimal. There is something compelling about
the page actually being very blank, of giving very little away.

The presumed neutral position of the designer or the top-down position or
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We created a Slack workspace just for the Blank Pages Book project. We

I would describe it as a meditative research process. It is quite literally sit-

will often post newly discovered pages or documents—and we will both

ting with nothing.8 And that slow, attentive nothingness seems subversive.

just get so excited!

It seems anti-design.

Our Slack is so good. I don’t want to brag. I get excited when I find a blank
page where the phrasing is different. In this post, I write, “THIS IS THE
HOLY GRAIL,” and it is a page with nothing but the number two and “This
page intentionally left almost completely blank.” I might have yelled out
loud when I found that. So good. What a crazy conceit.

In school, when I did work like this, people would get angry. There’s pressure for designers to be producing—preferably visual work, preferably
quickly. That is a commercial pressure, which speaks to the speed of graphic design production. I feel conflicted about whether working quickly or
slowly is inherently interesting or uninteresting.

Let’s conclude by talking about process and collaboration. What is the usual

It is more of a traditional academic research process. Nevertheless, we all

graphic design process, and how has our process differed? Is that an inter-

ultimately are hoping to generate a book. We are still ultimately producing

esting question?

blank pages. That is the formal outcome. A graphic design process that

Mhmm. Yeah. Yes, it is interesting—you talk about it first!

results in a blank page is funny and interesting and weird.

A very long, laborious process that yields 100 blank pages.

I do not have a response ready either!

Okay! The fantasy of the designer is a very specific process, but ours has
been very exploratory. It has involved doing many incorrect things: You
are not supposed to build an archive of empty objects. You are not supposed to move through documents, with pages of photography, illustrations, and text, and then select the pages that are blank. In that way, the
process feels subversive to me.

That will be the title of the conversation: a very long, laborious process that
yields 100 blank pages.

If we finish! For God’s sake!
Sure, that is a question. Do you feel the project is reaching a conclusion?

I was joking! I feel great. Actually, how this collaboration has unfolded has
felt radical to me. It has been a long inquiry, and we are very considerate
of each other. We are allowed to show up to a meeting and say, “I was exhausted this week. I didn’t find any blank pages.” And that is okay.

We are gathering items that are considered not valuable and not important.
Without digitized archives, without optical character recognition, without
computer-aided searches, this project would have been much slower, more
tedious, and perhaps impossible. We would have had to go through Bureau

We have only been able to sustain that inquiry—especially since it has never

of Land Management documents blindly, and so many do not include blank

been the central focus of either of our lives, and it has definitely never been

pages. There is no extant reference system. These blank pages are not typ-

funded—by extending so much understanding if someone was unable to

ically considered worthy of citation.

meet or to achieve much. That has been really nice, and it has not felt like

That is a tension of this project: blank pages are an antiquated product of
printing and reading physical documents, and yet we are only able to collect through these digital searching strategies.

my usual experience in graduate school. We have allowed ourselves to care
deeply about the project, yet not made it our polestar. We have also frequently reassured one another that those slow weeks are okay. For me, the
collaboration has been successful because we have done a good job of

Even then, our process is best described as a very slow engagement with

communicating expectations and concerns. This is all to say, for me, good

an archive. I believe that the project has been so generative because it is

collaborations are good relationships. How has our collaboration worked?

slow. We are searching for any blank page, collecting it, and organizing

We meet weekly. Typically, I work a couple hours in the time immediately
before we meet. We meet over Zoom, and we discuss what we are thinking
about, show design sketches, show research, look at the archives, look at
pages—or we talk about dating, mental health, teaching.

them by page number. Our process does not track historical developments
in the intentionally blank page. (In fact, these artifacts are ahistorical; any
particular page could be located in most decades.7) Our process does not
produce a specific formal outcome, and our process is not product oriented.
7. Of course, one could
approximately date a page
by the fonts. A page set in
Helvetica could not be dated
earlier than 1957, for example.
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Right. We have been meeting almost every week for six months now (with

I want to bring two ideas from this discussion together. Our emphasis on
collaboration seems to defy normal design process or practice. We are making space for our personal subjectivities. Perhaps this project does not meet
the standards for being “cool,” but our mutual interest moves the measure
of value beyond “will this project traffic well on social media” and toward
“is this generating meaningful conversation between us.”

breaks during holidays.) We have actually spent a lot of time with one another. One reason that it has been bearable, that it has not started to sour,
is because there is so much space for topics outside of the project. During
this period, you were a guest lecturer at The New School, and I was TA for a
section of History of Graphic Design and an instructor for a wintersession
course. So, this was an invaluable space for thinking about teaching. Every
week we would talk about activities, leading conversations, pedagogical

I have two responses. One, it may be that other graphic designers are not

references, student wellbeing, and so on. I do not see crossover between

interested in this project, which means the audience is not “Graphic De-

the project and my teaching. They did not inform one another. But this proj-

signers.” This project is compelling to us because of similar intellectual and

ect and teaching do feel inseparable.

research interests, and so the project is for others who share our interests.

How would you describe the collaboration?

That should be trivial to say—except “Graphic Design” has latent values
with which this project does not align.

We worked together often in shared documents. Google Sheets, Google

I like that this project doesn’t play well. We realized that if it was titled
“This Page Left Intentionally Blank” then it would be difficult to search for
on the internet. I cannot imagine the book playing well on Instagram. It
does not visually conform to social media aesthetics. I think that’s interesting. It was not the goal. Lately, I’ve been thinking about what it means
to make work intended to circulate in a certain way. This project is hard to
circulate—all the pages look the same! How do you document the book?

Docs, and Are.na have all been important to making this work. For the first
three months of this project, we were mainly collecting pages, showing off
pages, talking about documents, and working through the question “What
is a blank page?” It was always making sense of the archive through dialogue. That led to a book outline for an archive of blank pages, essays, and
other visual matter. I think each component is rich and powerful, and I do
not believe either of us would have gotten to these components on our own.
The act of collaboration has been very valuable to me intellectually and

Yeah, it is funny. The documents that contain the blank pages are intended

emotionally, in developing ideas and maintaining motivation.

to circulate widely, between offices, between government and public. One

Right, this conversation does not feel very different at all from our normal
meetings.

reason intentionally blank pages are inserted into these documents is to
enable their frictionless reproduction and therefore to make circulation of
the document easy.

Yes. Just recently, we were revisiting our book outline to ensure it still felt

It would be funny to interview the printer or the designer or anyone involved in the production of these documents.

appropriate. That conversation worked very similar to this one: discussing
the history of the project and where the ideas came from. Even checking-in
about the collaboration—how does it function? is it working?—is a routine

Actually, we should. I always prefer including more voices.

part of our working relationship.

We have done this project over Zoom. It was built through dialogue, and so
naturally it is completely dependent on that relationship.

Let’s do it right now.
Yeah, this should become a meta-conversation, a meta-interview.

That is good typesetting practice. The interview can split on the page

I have never been unenthusiastic for our meetings, even if sometimes I did
not have time for them. I have never thought, “Oh no, I have to spend time

Returning to the question of is this project “generating meaningful conver-

with Will again.”

sation between us?” My second response is I wonder if long-term projects,

For a project about locating pages in a boring archive, it has actually been
extremely exciting.

research, or inquiry is only sustainable when one makes space for things
beyond the investment of labor in a project. That is, if we use our collaboration as a model, perhaps design education should incorporate talking about

If this was an individual venture, I could imagine becoming disinterested or

one’s life—dating, mental health, teaching—in structured ways. Could that

doubtful. I can imagine saying to myself, “I just collected 700 blank pages.

make the workload feel more achievable? Reduce the pressure?

What the fuck am I doing?” and walk away from the project. But I have per-

Right, a different design practice seeking different outcomes requires a
different model. This collaborative relationship has felt as much a part of
the project as the design or research tasks.

sonally found encouragement in your continual intellectual interest in the
project. There has been push back from critics; to which I simply respond,
“Will thinks it’s cool, so pretty sure you’re wrong.”
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One thing that has made this practice or research model functional is confidence in one another. If one person was busy, we frequently skipped or
moved meetings. If the other person was unable to do work one week, we
did not interpret that as disrespect or neglect. One, we had good faith in
one another’s investment in the project. Two, we had good communication;
we might ask, “How do you feel that I was not able to accomplish any work
this week?”
As a teacher, you encounter students who do not attend a class or
who do complete work for a week. Every circumstance is different, of course,
and you must often decide whether or not to accept student explanations.
Our collaboration has been successful because we accept explanations
like a rough mental health week. How often do instructors extend that good
faith and good communication to students? Perhaps our model suggests a
pedagogy grounded in good faith and good communication.

That has been a background conversation for this project. What would it
mean to extend what we value about this relationship to a design process or a design pedagogy? We are both currently applying for jobs. What
would it mean to shift a job search from work that promises sexy work for
sexy brands to work that promises the values of a good relationship?
Yes, right.

Yeah. So, you should say something really good and clever now to end the
interview.
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100 pages left intentionally blank from Bureau of Land
Management documents. This is a part of an ongoing,
collaborative book project. For additional context and
discussion, see the previous section.
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1. The idea of ethical practice
within the restraints of an
unethical system actually
sustains the unethical system.

2. Design discourse behaves
parasitically towards all other
forces.

INTRODUCTION
Queer Power considers how
graphic design produces
and polices identitity. How
does it authenticate dominant systems of knowledge
and marginalize outside
perspectives? How does it
perpetuate stereotypes about
gender, sexuality, or bodies?
How does it facilitate the
regulation of human life?
And what—if anything—can
graphic designers do to subvert these activities?

This volume proposes a theoretical framework in which
graphic design acts as the
infrastructure for networks
of regulatory power. Graphic
design is imagined as a site—
a conduit—through which
power operates to regulate
material lives. Graphic design
transmits normative values of
behavior and desire, credentials legal operations, validates
current social systems. While
design is not the originating
authority of regulatory power,
it serves as the pathway for its
transmission.

This work herein is concerned
with the possibility of a
progressive graphic design.
Can visual communication
subvert, trouble, or challenge
the operation of regulatory
power? Is it able to transmit
radical concepts? Or does
graphic design (in its role as
infrastructure) inexorably
reproduce and reinforce the
dominant culture in which it
operates?

Queer Power is ultimately pessimistic about the potential
for graphic design to enact
change in isolation. The work
and analysis in this book
instead suggests that graphic
design must adopt extrinsic
methods—activism, organizing, community outreach—in
order to effect change.

GRAPHIC
DESIGN AS
INFRASTRUCTURE
ADIE FEIN

DECEMBER 2021

Graphic design does more than transmit messages. It is a site of perform
ance, a place where things happens. And these performances are enacted
through ritual activity.
A ritual, very broadly, is an action that produces an effect through
repetition. A sports team might repeat the same chant prior to a game to
ensure success. Diet might be restricted during certain time periods to ensure bodily purity. Particular phrases are repeated when greeting others
to maintain positive social relations. Rituals can also involve visual and
design objects: mezuzahs affixed to doorways; tattoos marking significant
life events; documents conferring ownership.
The ritual activity is a kind of performance. Contemporary analysis
of “performance” comes from John L. Austin, who was interested in the
ways that language can perform an act.1 That is, how language can effect
change. “The court is now in session” is a phrase that begins a legal proceeding, during which special behavioral rules, like silence or dress codes,
are instantiated. Another example, saying “I resign” is all that you need to
do to quit a job. The performance constitutes the act.
Perhaps the most conspicuous modern use of “performance” is in
the theory of gender performance. Judith Butler extended Austin’s idea,
arguing that “gender” is enacted through performance.2 Gender is identity
constructed through repeated activity. The acts of wearing feminine clothing, cutting one’s hair in a feminine way, speaking in a feminine manner—
these constitute “woman.” The performance constitutes the gender.
Many rituals familiar to present-day Americans are rooted in the
ceremonial performance of language or repeated action. For example, “I
now pronounce you man and wife” is a phrase that performs marriage;
language enacts matrimony. However, within contemporary American society, many such rituals have been transposed from the sphere of bodily
deeds (speech, physical actions) to the sphere of graphic design.
While in one sense a marriage ceremony enacts matrimony, in another sense the marriage certificate is what truly establishes a social union.
That is, the application of writing to a physical document is the ritual performance. In another example, at the conclusion of their education, students attend a graduation ceremony and ritually shake hands with the university president. Ostensibly, this physical act signifies the completion of a
person’s education, and yet the institution may withhold the diploma until
fines are repaid. This demonstrates that the designed object, the diploma,
holds greater social significance. Graphic design not only transmits messages but also engages in performance. The graphic design object operates

1. J. L. Austin, How to do
things with words, (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1962.)
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2. Judith Butler, Gender
Trouble: Feminism and the
Subversion of Identity, (New
York: Routledge, 1999.)
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at a site through which marriage or graduation is enacted. Graphic design
is a site of ritual performance.
Rituals are performances that effect change. They transform social
reality. In the above example, graphic design objects enact such ritual effects, conferring status or constructing identity. Catherine Bell, a historian
of ritual, writes, “It is through ritual practice that culture molds consciousness in terms of underlying structures and patterns. […] Ritual is a means
to regulate and stabilize the life of this [social] system.”3 Therefore, we can
understand graphic design to mold consciousness to reflect extant social
structures. It regulates human life through ritual operations. Graphic design is an agent of regulatory power.
Ritual is both the expression and propagation of its social context.
A culture produces a certain ritual because that ritual correlates with its beliefs. The continued execution of the ritual preserves and reinforces those
beliefs. For example, in the United States, a person must typically sign a
receipt when purchasing an item. The signature is an established ritual act
that established a commitment or authenticates a transaction. The belief
in the authority of the signatures is so strong, that is has been extended
to modern, non-material uses, like electronic forms. In other words, belief
in the ritual perpetuates it. The key concept here is that social belief both
precedes and succeeds the ritual. The ritual is not the originator of the belief, but ritual does enact and sustain the cultural values that generated it.
This is true of graphic design, as well. The designed object is the expression and propagation of its social context, is preceded and succeeded
by its social content. As such, graphic design (and ritual) operates as an infrastructure for power. Design does not originate the normative values that
inform it, but graphic design does enact and sustain those values. Graphic
design is the pathway by which power is transmitted. The designed object
is the media by which matrimony is enacted or educational achievement is
conferred. And graphic design is the contemporary mechanism for monetary transaction, for the commencement of These are receipts, legal declarations of war, identification
violence, for gender confirmation, and more.
documents.
It may be tempting to believe that if graphic design
is operative in the regulation of human life that, therefore, graphic designers are uniquely empowered to improve their communities. However, the intermediacy of the design object must be emphasized. The design
object is generated in response to prior social conditions and received by
those whose consciousness is already shaped in those “terms of underlying
structures.” The visual message is always operating within this complex

context. It is always in the middle but never centered. As such, the possibility of graphic design alone enacting radical change—subverting regulatory power—seems impossible.
Nevertheless, graphic designers can act toward change, and they
all have an ethical responsibility to think about the representations, the
metaphors, and the structures they perpetuate through design. Because
ritual and graphic design is so deeply embedded into social contexts, it
naturally follows that social relations are foundational to design’s ability
to influence. Therefore graphic designers should focus more on understanding, responding to, and shaping local communities in order to create
meaningful change.
Visual communication can be progressive, but to make progress it
must occur alongside community building, education, and activism.

3. Catherine Bell, Ritual:
Perspectives and Dimensions,
(New York: Oxford University
Press, 2009), 79.

QUEER POWER

6

ADIE FEIN

7

MONUMENTAL
MARKERS
ADAM FEIN

OCTOBER 2020

The Providence Preservation Society (PPS) operates a historic marker program, which affixes plaques to qualifying buildings.1 To be eligible, buildings must be “at least 50 years old,” conserve “the integrity
of the original design”, and be “well maintained.”2,3 The “Integrity” includes period-appropriate shutters, trim, and
application is free, but the historic marker costs $325 after wall materials. Vinyl or aluminum siding will not be conapproval. The marker identifies the construction date and sidered under any circumstances. Maintenance includes
the building’s original owner (after whom the building is well-cared-for landscaping. Note that integrity and maintypically identified, e.g. “Riley Brown House.”) The histor- tenance, according to PPS’s guidelines, moves beyond
ic marker is an “honorary recognition” for a building that conservatory and into aesthetic consideration.
“contributes in a positive way,” according to the PPS.
The cost of the marker includes historical research fees
The labeled mailbox stands as a visible contrast to
and a PPS membership fee—one becomes a member of
the historic marker. In areas where historic homes are
PPS by way of obtaining the historic marker.
numerous, many of the residential buildings have been
sub-divided into apartments. The buildings now host several mailboxes at street level. Typically, these mailboxes will feature the
current residents’ names, written on a slip of paper, a strip of masking tape,
a post-it note. The notes are always hand-written, hastily applied, low-cost
and impermanent.
These are two ways of labeling a building: the historic marker and
the tenant marker; the plaque and the paper slip. The two indicate different identities: the tenant and owner; the present and the past; the living
and the dead. And the two are materially very different: one is nearly free
and the other is several days’ wages; one is disposable and the other is
enduring; one signifies dispossession and the other signifies inheritance.
Both markers are drawn by hand—their only evident similarity—but even
this reveals different values. The plaque is elaborate, decorative, and artisanal. The paper slip is plain, humble, and common. The hand drawing
here demonstrates the values gap between block letters and calligraphy—a
contrast in beauty, worth, and importance—which also reveals the power
of graphic design to enforce political and social boundaries.
This comparison of the historic marker and the tenant marker reveals the political power of graphic design. Who and what does society value? Ornamentation and materiality reveal worth, not only material wealth
but social esteem. The plaque and paper slip embody differing amounts of
respect. But graphic design does more than signify and reflect social value,
graphic design determines how and what one is capable of valuing.
The PPS states that the markers indicate “our unique architectural,
historical, and cultural heritage.” If true, then the markers also define the
boundaries of our history and culture. The historic plaques date to the mid-

1. “Historic Marker Program,”
Providence Preservation Society, ppsri.org, accessed April
16, 2022, ppsri.org/resources/
markerprogram.
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2. “Historic Marker Program:
Guidelines & FAQ,” Providence Preservation Society,
ppsri.org, accessed April 16,
2022, ppsri.org/resources/
markerprogram/markerguidelines.

3. Providence Preservation Society, “PPS Historic
Property Marker Program:
General Guidelines. Revision
2,” (2013), 1.
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1700s, and consequently the plaques authorize that time as the beginning
of history. They define historic, make history public. A historic marker designates to the passerby that this house began on this date and obscure what
came before. The plaques create limits on Providence, on Rhode Island, on
an area of the Atlantic Ocean. They circumscribe the imaginary of space.
While the paper slips reflect the value of tenants, the plaques exclude those who existed before history from society entirely. Marc Augé
writes in Non-Places, “Roads and crossroads in France thus tend to become
‘monuments’ (in the sense of testimonies and reminders) when the names
they have been given immerse them in history.”4 The historic markers
are a way of ‘monumentizing’ buildings, of concretizing them in history.
In that way, the historic markers give voice ex post facto to the original
buildings’ owners; that is, they ratify the structure as an original owners’
testimony. The historic markers preserve not buildings but legacies: they
historicize people. Consequently, the historic markers obscure the testimonies of the pre-historical residents and present tenants.
Setting the boundaries of history is not an accidental function but
the intentional activity of the historic markers. Christopher Reed writes,
“Many histories presume identification with the culture under observation:
continuities with the past are presented as tradition that explain, and often
justify, the chroniclers present.”5 The historic markers, by exclusion, delineate the far-reaching “our” in “our unique architectural, historical, and cultural heritage.” The markers exclude and obscures pre-historical residents
because they do not align with values—and attendant power structures—
of “our” heritage. Prehistory does not deserve remembrance, preservation,
testimony because it does not justify the present.
But the historical markers go even further. The plaques also preserve the past-to-present chronology—our justified and established understanding of how the present came to be—in order to perpetuate the
present and justify it into the future. The paper slip, the disposable marker
adhered to mailboxes, is designed to exclude present residents from “our”
future heritage. Who is the present for? Only for whomever will be remembered. Who cannot be remembered cannot offer testimony. And crucially this means that the owners, the landlords, the historical homes, all
materialize the ephemera that established continuity between present and
future. The historical markers make monuments for the future as a means
to forget the lived present.

4. Marc Augé, Non-Places:
Introduction To An Anthropology Of Supermodernity
(London: Verso, 2008), 69–70.
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5. Christopher Reed, Art And
Homosexuality : A History
Of Ideas (New York : Oxford
University Press, 2011), 3.
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MELMOTH
Typeface as Archive of
Regulatory Power

Typefaces are archives. Other1 designers2 have preserved
history by digitizing and contextualizing artifacts within
the font file. “Melmoth”3 iterates on this idea: It collects
varied documents from the life of Oscar Wilde into a single
design object in order to visualize a network of regulatory
power—and to subvert it.
Oscar Wilde was a significant English author from
the end of the 20th century, who was imprisoned for
gross indecency—that is, homosexual acts. The capitals
of “Melmoth” assemble letters from the documents that
regulated Oscar Wilde’s life. The W, for example, derives
from the Labouchere Amendment, which is the law that
made gross indecency illegal in Britain. Together, the
capitals bring together all of the moments in which the
state exercised control over homosexuals—they visualize that network of power that ultimately killed Wilde.
The forms taken directly from the graphic design objects
that facilitated that exercise of power. If we saw these
documents as material objects, perhaps in an exhibition,
they would remain individual. As a typeface we see these
documents and the power they represent operate together,
as an assemblage.
The lowercase letters are taken from Wilde’s private
correspondence. Where the capitals illustrate public
control, the lowercase embodies Wilde’s private life. This
creates two registers within the font. And to reclaim Wilde
from the law, we can use OpenType features to set words
in one or another register. “Bosie,” the pet name for Wilde’s
lover, “queer” or “desire” can be restricted to the personal,
private register.
The typeface is presented via a microsite, where
users encounter love letters from Wilde, are prompted to
write their own love letters, and can navigatie around the
site to see other letters that people have written.

ADIE FEIN

DECEMBER 2021

See the project in motion at ajfein.com/melmoth

1. Nat Pyper, Queer Year of
Love Letters, Fonts, 2018, (Library Stack), librarystack.org/
queer-year-of-love-letters.
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2. Be Oakley, Protest Fonts,
Fonts, 2017–2021 ,(GenderFail), genderfailpress.com/
protest-fonts.html.

3. Melmoth is the alias that
Oscar Wilde used after serving his prison sentence for
gross indecency.
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Font & Documents
Melmoth is derived from the documents that exercised
control over Oscar Wilde’s public life and the correspondence
that represented his private life, desires, and thinking.
The following pages display some of those documents
alongside the letters that make up Melmoth.

W

ABOVE The uppercase W of Melmoth is taken from the Criminal Law
Amendment Act of 1885, commonly known as the Labouchere
Amendment. Section 11 of the act made “gross indecency” a crime
in the United Kingdom. Oscar Wilde was convicted under Section
11 and sentenced to two years’ hard labor.
NEXT PAGE Items clockwise from top left: Oscar Wilde’s final bill for
the hotel in which he died; an envelope containing evidence used
against Wilde in his trial for gross indecency; receipt for flowers;
Wilde’s death certificate.
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f

Wilde had a very distinctive lowercase f. This example is
taken from a page of Wilde’s notebook, where he ponders the role
of the political state.
ABOVE

NEXT PAGE Items clockwise from top left: a poem fragment;
correspondence on stationary for The Woman’s World, an
early women’s publication that Wilde edited; a personality quiz
complete by Wilde while he was an undergraduate; a poem
fragment.
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IMPROPER
DEVIANT
SODOMITE
UNNATURAL
INDECENT

Microsite

The type specimen for Melmoth took the form of a micro
website. There, users could read Wilde’s love letters, write
their own, and view the letters other users had composed.

ABOVE The landing page for the “Melmoth” specimen microsite.
Visitors encounter a letter from Oscar Wilde upon site load, one
that was used in evidence at his trial.
OPPOSITE Wilde’s letter moves off screen, a fresh page is provided,
and visitors are then prompted to complete their own love letter.
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A completed letter is ‘mailed,’
archived on the website for
future visitors to read. Then a
new blank letter is supplied for
the visitor.

Visitors can scroll horizontally,
across columns, to reveal
letters previously ‘sent’ by
other visitors.

The menu is accessed through the lips icons.

The website fills with kisses on idle, a reference to the lipstick
kisses that visitors would leave on Oscar Wilde’s tomb.
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BETWEEN
LIGHTS
Graphic Design as
Enforced Vision
ADAM FEIN

MAY 2021

Views make together. I see not alone.
Your eyes are made of sensitive geometries: cones and rods and lines
that spark up when struck by certain lights. Different geometries respond
to different wavelengths of lights, to the different speeds at which light
travels. Short-wavelengths (fast lights) are generally perceived as cool colors, violets and blues, while long-wavelengths (slow lights) are generally
perceived as warm colors, oranges and red.
The long-wavelength cones of my eyes are misshap- I have even seen “victims of colorblindness” in some acaen. They are too alike the other cones; my geomettries are demic articles.
too similar. Technically, this means my vision is less sensiThis is my disclaimer that this is a personal essay. It is
tive to long-wavelengths. But I’ll tell you my eyes slow light.
about how I see, how sight is constructed, and how even
You likely know this as red-green color blindness. Medical
phenomenal experiences are not natural. I cannot speak
literature has termed this color defective or color deficient.
for all color blind people. And I certainly cannot not speak
I have come to regard my state, instead, as visual solitude.
for folks with low-vision or blindness. These peoples’ lived
I see color. I see as many colors as you. My relationexperiences may differ from my own.
ship with color is not one of absence but of confusion. At
times blue and pink are indistinguishable, and sometimes
red and brown. The colors are there, wherever, in me, perceived—but often perceived as one another. The borders between hues are diffuse; juxtaposed, they loose amid themselves. Colors slip across categories, being
illegible and then legible, while nevertheless always being watched.
This is no lack. It is not that I do not see light, but that I cannot see
between lights. If anything, I am too receptive. Light overflows and haunts
my vision, a spectral jouissance superseding the boundaries of hues. It is
confusion as sensuous anarchy and as transitory unseeing. Medicine calls
this poor hue-discrimination.
Whenever my vision gets messy—orange and green interfuse—I
ask someone, what color is this? I point to the shade of nail polish, is this
orange or green? I always see what I am seeing; I know when I cannot
discriminate between these hues. When someone provides an answer, it
is orange, my vision snaps into order. Immediately, like a camera racking
focus, the nail polish is orange, was always orange.
My color blindness solely occurs in solitude. Only alone, without
another to name the hue, only as an individual, I am defective. But with
a confederate nearby, I can always see what other see, what I am meant
to see. The spectral hues dissipate when the color is named. The effect is
a material reconstruction of my body: my eyes, my cones, my brains enter
into alignment with the affirmed color. It is a violent enforcement of a
specific view.

* This text was originally published in “Marginalia.” See
Queer Things, page 40.
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1. Merriam-Webster defines
misshapen as follows “One,
having an ugly or deformed
shape. Two, morally or
intellectually deformed or distorted.” One cannot separate
beauty from ideas of the ‘natu-

ral.’ My sight is corrupted; my
eyes monstrous. See the cards:
Monster, Nature, Beauty.
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It occurs to me now—after so many cycles of confusion, naming,
and seeing—that this is how all vision operates, how each person sees. All
colors are light collectively interpreted. All seeing is social.

* * *

Today it is commonly accepted that beauty is con- At least among academics.
structed: not only fashion but the body’s desirable weight,
complexion, and proportionality change across cultures and epochs. Such
genealogies illustrate that the appraisal of perceived objects is not analytical but socially constructed. You do not arrive at preferences through intellectual analysis: evaluation precedes Of course, I am overstating. Reflective deliberation can
deliberation.
change one’s judgments. You can change your behavior
However, color blindness reveals that cultural in- through effort and exposure, including your seemingly
fluence occurs prior even to the appraisal of the perceived innate tastes and preferences.
objects—reveals that the act of perceiving, vision itself, is
socially constructed. Not only what we see but how we see
is social. Whether or not I can see orange or green depends
Misshapen L-cones is physical. Red-green color blindness
on others’ vision and on social enforcement. The cultur- is social.
al understanding of color precedes the perception of the
color.
My experiences of seeing with color blindness are Using modernist terms to make postmodern points. Know,
atypical, but they disclose a universal truth about sight: dear reader, I use this term unhappily.
there are alternative readings of factical objects. Orange
may be green. Purple can simultaneously be pink. In colorblind vision,
there is a different truth in each eye. Binaries compound. Truth is duplex.
Objects become ambiguous, simultaneous, transitory, oscillatory.
Graphic design is a methodology of controlling seeing. It orders
messy visions. Hierarchy, legibility, sequence and other foundational concerns of graphic design are about controlling the movement of the eye:
how the textual page is read; how the website is navigated; how mapped
locations are found. And further, beyond movement, graphic design controls and edits seeing: how is a photograph understood; what meanings
are apposed; what is visually perceptible; what is outside the frame of the
page.3
Art is the means by which we visual contest the I am construing art broadly here. Further, I do not limit
values. Graphic design as a field is concerned with the vi- art to this function. Art can be understood also as, say,
sual enactment of those values. Readability is partially in- decoration or as research into optics.
fluenced by familiarity, using an unusual font means the
text is read slowly. Navigation of web pages depends on social agreement
on the meaning of iconography, replacing a hamburger button with an
2. Arthur Marwick, A History
of Human Beauty (Hambledon & London, 2004).
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3. Thanks to Will Mianecki.
For more discussion on, see
his thesis, Jettisoning The
Frame: Strategies For Designing At The Threshold.

emoji means the user cannot locate navigation menus. Further still, we see
graphic design materialize, naturalize, and make public categories of identity—through the U.S. census, driver’s licenses, restroom
signage, blue and pink wage infographics.
Other fields are involved in the enforcement of values.
Everywhere, graphic designers are engaged in the Graphic design is entangled in a vast system of containbanal maintenance of society. The functioning of graphic erization: quantification, reduction, marginalization. Policy
design depends upon the conservation of historical mean- and economics do the same. Graphic design uniquely is
ings and behavior. As such, graphic design is invested in concerned with visual enforcement and the disciplining
the reproduction of existing social conditions. To dispute of vision. Other creative practices are complementary, like
those conditions, the graphic designer must produce ‘bad’ industrial design with the regulation of the body (read: the
graphic design (or, unthinkably worse, become an artist.)
aggregate body as a system including its extensions).
Enforcement and disputation are not the only opI do want to be careful with my use of “banal.” I am making
tions. These actions suggest graphic designers have too
a reference to Hannah Arendt famous term “the banality of
much power and that they act individually. Every account
evil” from Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality
must be aware of the material and social conditions that
of Evil. Arendt sought to understand how the holocaust,
capture us: the economic demands, the social entangleperhaps the most evil event in human history, could posments, the cultural expectations. Any individual cannot
sibly occur. To be clear: I am not making a holocaust comchange a culture, and any individual may not be capable of
parison; I am not offering moral equivocations between
surviving disputation. Furthermore, graphic designers, as
graphic designers and Nazis; and I am not diminishing the
social enactor of vision, cannot operate outside of society.
moral evil of the holocaust. However, the banality of evil
Every person is constituted by others and acts through, by,
has always been a useful framework for me. Arendt argues
alongside, and with others.
that evil does not exclusively or even mostly occur through
Rather than support or substitute totalizing catemalicious actors; rather evil is the everyday, uncritical—
gories, Graphic design ought to embrace the art of color
even unintended—implementation of policy. Evil is not
blindness. In my experience, color blindness is the ability
usually exceptional and striking. Evil is office work. I mainto admit polarized extremities into shared space, the ability
tain that the office work of graphic design is not exempt.
to envision multiplicity simultaneously. Graphic designers
(Again, I am only saying graphic design can cause harm.
can practice color blindness through the cultivation of amI am not making claims about the magnitude of that harm
biguity. I have explored the unspecified gender marker in
or the relative harmfulness of other actions.)
my work as one such site of ambiguity.4 The ‘X’ marker on
legal documentation does not represent anything but instead hosts multiple and contradictory meanings. Cis and trans*, men and women, and
those outside, between, and within these binaries are received the same by
the ‘X’ markers. Unspecified markers and color blindness offers a way of
unseeing, of refusing a final naming.
The art of color blindness prompts critical and social
reengagement with categories. The graphic designer refus- The everyday person is not responsible for reproducing
es to enforce the category, and so local communities—the the social categories. The graphic designer is, in some
users of an airport bathroom, new friends navigating to an ways, ceding authority and so making another responsible.

4. See “Gender Tools,” in
Queer Spaces, page 60.
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5. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann
in Jerusalem: a Report on the
Banality of Evil (New York:
Penguin Books, 1994).
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unfamiliar house for dinner—must reflect upon expecta- In practice, this may mean that the person falls back to the
tions and negotiate acceptable behavior. When graphic de- familiar. I have been refusing pronouns for a long time as a
sign presents ambiguous objects, the person is not direct- kind of political practice. This is intended to allow cis peoed. This opens the world to alternative use, allows outsider ple a free encounter with gender. They can use whatever
knowledge.
pronouns. I authorize their play. However, after a few days
The following essays look at three colors: pink, pur- of ambiguity and uncertainty, people often revert to using
ple, and green. These colors are meaningful to me. These he/him pronouns—the banal choice. I do not see this as
colors have confused my sight and have confused me. They a failure because it does and has forced cis people into
represent my personal histories, values, identities. These deliberation over gender.
are colors that have been contested by different groups,
peoples, and cultures; and whose sense has drifted over time, masculine to
feminine, marginal to mainstream, good to bad. The following essays will
show how color is socially constructed. My hope is that be recognizing the
social construction of visual categories—things that seem wholly natural—graphic designer recognizes these categories as unsettled and therefore already available to ambiguation. Pink, purple, and green are not prior
to sight. They do not exist without an interpreter, and the interpretation
is social.
Hues are never seen alone.

6. Walt Whitman, “Song of
Myself,” (1892), 6.
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7. For further discussion on
this point, see “Gender Tools,”
in Queer Space, page 60.

Illustration of how the eye turns an object into
an image, from “A Treatise on the Diseases of
the Eye and their Remedies,” George Chandler,
1780.
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GENDER
TYPING
How Design And
Typography Reproduce

“Gender Typing” is an ongoing research project that
collects investigations on gender and typography into a
publication. The research has taken multiple forms. There
were three questionnaires, with over 100 respondents
from across the United States, that sought to identify the
formal features that people associate with “masculine” or
“feminine” typography, as well as the qualities that people
attribute to those fonts. Surveys sought to find evidence of
material consequences of gendering typography, including their use by professional organizations representing
gender-segregated occupations. The publication also contains a visual archive of feminist publications to represent
how women have expressed feminity through typography
from 1693 to 2021.
Ultimately, the project seeks to explain to designers
how and why fonts are gendered and how bias can be
expressed through typography. “Gender Typing” argues
that graphic design is capable of reproducing gender
stereotypes and enforcing identity categories. By making
the operation of gender in type visible, it seeks to help
designers subvert its use.

Gender Stereotypes
ADAM FEIN

FEBRUARY 2021

Trim size is 8×10".
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One questionnaire asked respondents to describe the displayed
font and, optionally, to explain the motivation for the description.
The results were striking: One, the descriptions were different for
masculine and feminine fonts; Two, the descriptions mapped onto
American gender stereotypes. Masculine fonts were described as
“knowledgeable,” “assertive,” “rational,” and “scientific.” Feminine
fonts were “friendly,” “elegant,” “cute,” and “warm.”
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One questionnaire asked respondents to categorize fonts as either
“masculine” or “feminine.” In addition to the ratio, these pages also
re-print descriptions of the fonts written by the designers that
use gendered language. For example, Nina Stössinger describes
Ernestine as “slightly feminine, but not too swirly-girly.”
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Sofia Liza
Maryam Allyson
One survey reviewed every script and sans serif font on Adobe
Fonts and Google Fonts, nearly 1,250 fonts in total. The survey
was looking for fonts with gendered names. 63 sans serif and 46
script fonts with gendered names were found in total. Sans serif
fonts were significantly more likely to have masculine names, and
scripts were much more likely to have feminine names.
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Abel Oswald
Anton Davis
OPPOSITE Sofia by LatinoType. Liza by Underware. Maryam
designed by Ricardo Esteves Gomes and published by Outras
Fontes. Allyson designed by Paul D. Hunt and published by P22
Type Foundry.

Abel by MADType. Oswald and Anton by Vernon Adams
(Oswald is likely the most used font with a human name.) Davis
Designed by Patrick Griffin and published by Canada Type.

ABOVE
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Even if fonts are gendered, does it matter? This survey sought
to identify material consequences for gendering fonts. 10
occupational fields with extremely gender segregation in the
U.S. were identified. Over 80% of the workers in each field
were represented by one gender. The typography and logos for
professional organization representing those fields were surveyed.

OPPOSITE The Institute of Carpenters logo, which uses the sans-serif
Bellesa, featuring “masculine” features like geometric and sharp
finials; and The National Student Nurses’ Association (NSNA) logo,
which uses a custom geometric lettering, with “feminine” features
like highly-rounded shapes.
ABOVE Logos for the Southwest Regional Council of Carpenters
and the American the Board of Nursing Specialties (ABNS).
Even when using neo-grotesques, typographic logos typically
demonstrate strong visual gender differentiation. Here we see
contrast in weight and width.

Occupational fields composed largely of women, like nursing,
used “feminine fonts” on their websites. Fields composed largely
of men, like carpentry, used “masculine fonts.” The logos also
demonstrated gender differentiation.
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The final section of “Gender Typing” collects feminist
publications. These works are actively involved in the
construction of the identity of women. Many sought to
locate ‘actual’ women behind the gender stereotypes, hidden
“suffocating somewhere beneath the caked layers of Softique
and Jergen’s lotion.”¹
Others sought to revolutionize women’s identities, redefining
them as voter, worker, artist. Each publication had to visually
represent those identities and political goals. This collection
attends to the nameplates or mastheads of feminist publications,
the typographic titles that graphically define the publication.
The typography in this collection reveals who women are and
how they want to be seen.

1. Anne Bennett et al. Big
Mama Rag. 1973.
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EN/DECODING
GENDER
The Visualization and
Subversion of Gender

This project is a continuation of research into gender and
typography.1 The overarching goal of the project is to understand how gender is embedded into typography: how
type perpetuates gender stereotypes, the consequences of
that perpetuation, and methods that designers could use
to subvert or frustrate that perpetuation.
“En/Decoding Gender “considers analytically
how visual communication transmits gendered concepts.
These models are each investigations into how ideas are
visually relayed by the designer and then interpreted by
the audience. Variously, these models address: how ideas
are encoded; what happens when visual communication
succeeds and fails; how visual and textual meanings are
interdependent and reflexive; and how different language
communities interpret meaning differently.
However, “En/Decoding Gender” ultimately exposes the limited power a designer has to influence meaning.
The models visualize the networks of meaning in which
visual communication operates. History, culture, and
community inflect and distort any transmitted message.
More plainly, a designer operates coordinate to an audience—and so is always dependent upon the audience’s
interpretation.
In an interview with Nat Pyper,2 I propose the question: Is a graphic design necessarily conservative? That
is, can graphic design do anything other than reproduce
existing cultural norms? “En/Decoding Gender” suggests
that yes, design can have social effect, but only within
strict limits.3

Stereotypes in Design
ADIE FEIN

DECEMBER 2021

1. See the previous section,
“Gender Typing,” page 50.

ADIE FEIN

2. My discussion with Nat
Pyper is printed later in
this volume, under the title
“Subversive Typography.” See
page 92.

3. The book Queer Study also
takes up this question. See
especially my conversation
with Forough Abadian and
Nick Larson, page 10.
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Strategies for Subversion
The project proposes six strategies for subverting the
communication of gender stereotypes, and the following
spread discusses those strategies. The models expose sites
at which these strategies may operate. For example,
a strategy may be deployed during the ‘correlation’ stage.

TEACH LITERACY

AMBIGUATE MEANING

Literacy is the ability to see and understand the symbolic

Ambiguity is about increasing the possible number of
readings by equating two attribute or by eliminating all attributes. In an ambiguous sentence, multiple possibilities are
collapsed into one phrase. Puns are one example, as in “I saw
someone on the hill with a telescope.” Ambiguity frustrates
dominant readings of concepts because it makes alternative, distinct meanings salient. Ambiguity can also expose
dominant readings be eliminating the motivation for their
application; for example, “police officer” does not motivate
the use of “he.” (Confounding Meaning is a similar strategy,
in which one supplies an alternate meaning.)

field. Teaching involves communication of the conventions,
meaning, and values of the symbolic field. To be literate
in written communication, a person sees graphemes
as words and understands the word as its meaning; for
example, “d o g” is “dog” is “a domesticated canine animal.”
Persons can also be literate in abstract cultural relations;
for example, a corporate logos relationship to a consumer
product or a style of clothing’s relationship to a subculture.

CONFOUND MEANING
To confound is to confuse, to mistake, to intermix, to
perplex. To confound meaning is to introduce an incorrect
meaning to a term. Literal interpretation in one example,
as when Amelia Bedelia misunderstands ‘dusting’ and
pours dusting powder on rather than wiping dust from the
surface of a couch. Another form of confounding is “Stunt
Doubling,” as defined by Nat Pyper, it is the intentional
misreading and misuse of an object. Pyper argues that
queer zines intentionally misread homoeroticism into
punk imagery and therefore created a queer punk scene.
Confounding Meaning introduces alternate meanings
for a term and so dominant readings become unstable,
unreliable. Confounding Meaning allows one to challenge,
confuse, and elaborate on an idea rather than simply
reproduce it. (Ambiguate Meaning is a similar strategy, in
which one admits multiple simultaneous meanings.)

POWER EXCHANGE
Empower or encourage the audience to change the
meaning of a message or object; or, admit alternative use
of the message or object. For example, allow the audience to rearrange the order of a book; or to allow users
to edit a website. Open source, modding, and modular
design methods demonstrate power exchange. Designing
experiences where the audience is expected to modify a
dominant reading can produce subversive results.

SLOWNESS
Mass communication is defined by rapid distribution.
Stereotypes are intellectual shortcuts that allow for rapid
decision making. Slowness is a strategy to counter both
the speed of design and the speed of its embedded ste-

BUILD COMMUNITY
A language community is a collection of people that speak
the same language (read: understand messages in a similar
fashion). Whoever properly decodes a covert message might
demonstrate literacy within a certain community. To Build
Community is to develop a new group of people who speak
the same language; or, it is to alter the relevant attributes of
a term within the local use of a specific community. In each
use, the focus is on altering relations: queer relationships, not
queer aesthetics.

QUEER POWER

70

reotypes or values. Slowness is a refusal of predetermined
(or strong) message pathways. A piece of slow design
makes the distance between the referent and the encoded
meaning longer; for example, makes it more difficult for the
reader to connect ‘woman’ to ‘curly type.’ Slowness can
also weaken the repetition of encoding and decoding that
strengthens meaning: the reproductive cycles decelerated;
and also there is also more opportunity for the audience to
‘fall off’ the en/decoding pathway.
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The following models are illustrations of how meaning is
encoded into a piece of visual communication. For example,
how the feminine introduced into a letterform. The models
expose sites at which subversive strategies might operate,
between the steps of encoding and decoding.

Models

MODEL A This model addresses the encoding and decoding of
language. The model breaks down each step of the process,
exposing the ways that visual communication abstracts the
referent. This abstraction makes it especially reliant on precedents,
and therefore visual communication is pointedly vulnerable to
stereotypes. Model A also addresses the effects of failure and
success in the encoding/decoding process. Model B explains this
further.
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An example of how “Femininity” might be encoded into type.
At each step of the process, there is opportunity for subversion.
For example, bubble letters placed against violent imagery may
ambiguate the message.
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MODEL B This model addresses the success of visual communication.
It proposes three states: success; failure; and deviant success.
Success occurs when the audience accurately decodes the
message, such that they connect to the intended referent, e.g.
when the audience reads pink as referring to “girl.” Failure occurs
when the audience does not accurately decode the message. They

either connect to the wrong reference (mistake) or connect to
no reference (illegible). Deviant success is when the audience
connects to the intended referent but perhaps misapplies
attributes to it. Subversive strategies may seek to enact failure or
deviant success.
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An example of how deviant success or failure might change the
category “Man.” In the instance of deviant success, the attribute
“angular” is successfully decoded, but the attribute “quiet” is
mis-received as “blunt.” In the instance of failure, a wholly
unrelated attribute (“dreamy”) is generated by the audience.
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MODEL C This Model addresses the relationship between a referent
and its expression in a visual message. What the model proposes
is that both referent and message inform one another. For
example, the clothing choices of women may inform restroom
signage, and then restroom signage informs the clothing of
women. All of the attributes or categories that are mentioned

are historically and culturally informed. What material expresses
wealth, for example, is highly dependent upon time period and
location. The ways these attributes are differently interpreted by
different communities is explored in Model D.

This example shows how different attributes associated with
women influence one another. One illustration is the relationship
between the word and visual spelling of “woman:” that “woman”
contains “man” gave rise to alternative spellings like “womxn” as
a rejection of perceived sexism in the standard spelling.
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MODEL D This Model addresses how different language communities
interpret a referent differently. One community may believe a
referent has attributes A and B, while another language community
believes a referent has attributes C and D; therefore, they can
speak about the same referent but apply different meanings. For
example, a priest may be a leader in one community (Catholic)

and a reviled figure in another (Queer). To influence the meaning
of a term or to subvert the use of a stereotype, the design may
be better off shaping a community than changing the method of
communication.

This example shows how different attributes are applied to
“Father” by two different communities: Americans in the midcentury who understood fathers as cold disciplinarians; and
Americans in the 21st century who understood fathers to be
warm caretakers.
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Materials

The project captured the models, subversive strategies,
and interview with Nat Pyper in a series of publications
and an installation. Only a few publications are shown.

Node Four explains each component of Model A.
Trim size is 4 1/4×11".
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Node three is an accordian book that describes each subversive
strategy alongside a visual example. Trim size is 7 3/8×6 7/8".
NEXT PAGE An En/Decoding Gender installation. All of the
publications were pinned to the wall, as well as large samples of
the models.

QUEER POWER

88

ADIE FEIN

89

SUBVERSIVE
TYPOGRAPHY
A Converation on
Design for Community,

I first encountered Nat Pyper as a contributor to ”How
Will We Queer Design Education Without Compromise?”1
There, Nat makes a claim that graphic design reproduces
the ideological conditions that surround its production.
During the course of my research in gender and typography, I became increasingly convinced of this claim.
I chose to speak with Nat Pyper to explore the possibility
of subverting those ideological conditions. Additionally,
this conversation spends considerable time thinking about
how graphic design produces legibility and how that might
enable graphic design to construct community.
Nat Pyper is an “alphabet artist.” They design wearables
that highlight the role of the language in the construction of
the body. They also design typefaces, write science fiction,
and write on the history of queer punk zines. They received
their MFA in Graphic Design from the Yale School of Art.

Progressive Design,
and Gendering Letters
ADIE FEIN
& NAT PYPER
OCTOBER 2021

1. A collection of essays
curated by nicole killian for
the Walker Reader. Selections
from that collection are quoted in “What is Queer Graphic
Design?” in the book Queer
Things, page 92.
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I wanted to start with a really big question: Is graphic design

like transmission of understanding and information, graphic design might
be a component of that, but it might not be necessarily the vehicle through
which the meaning is conveyed.

necessarily conservative? To read from your ‘Let’s Talk about Body Reproduction’ you wrote that “Each time the work we create is published it reproduces not only itself but the beliefs and conditions of the people who
produce it. Inevitably, this act of reproduction also reproduces the power

That makes sense to me. In the same essay, you talk about stunt doubling,

relations that yield these conditions.” When thinking about this quote in

as a way to not just reproduce history but challenge and elaborate on it.

relationship to gender and typography, I imagine the situation in which the

What does that look like put into practice?

designer needs to transmit a message to a gendered audience, for example,
girls. The designer visually encodes general gender concepts and the communication, say, pink lettering, and if the audience properly decodes it—
discerns the meaning or reference—then the graphic design successfully
communicates. What is troubling to me about that model, if correct, is: One,
graphic design depends on existing social conditions for success. Two, the
successful communication of graphic design reinforces those social conditions. (The message indurates the relationship between pink lettering and
girls.) To go back to that big question: Is graphic design inherently conservative? Or is a radical graphic design even possible?

Nat Pyper, Even When..., 2021

NAT PYPER That’s a great, great question. It reminds me of this work—oh,
goodness, I’m blanking on the name of the collective right now—who
make work about public art and the collective understanding around
art, and they feed it through this Marxist approach to work. The collective make this argument that public art, necessarily, needs to be legible
as public art in order to be understood and received as public art. Public
art necessarily needs to take a conservative approach to art for the
public to register that the piece is art. It limits the forms that public art
can take, because it needs to be legible as such. That is exactly what
you’re hitting on with graphic design. In order for an understanding
about the intended audience to be understood there has to be these
tropes or stereotypes employed, so that we come to a shared understanding of the meaning. In some ways, that is great because we depend on these social shortcuts that allow us to infer meaning that’s
not necessarily written. But it is problematic when it’s applied to things
like gender, because it requires that we depend on these outdated or
incorrect assumptions about how gendered bodies are understood,
processed, and valued.

Nat Pyper, Cutups, 2021

Later, you talk about practicing confusion as a skill, as the embrace of multiple readings of the same thing. Viewing the image from a place of confusion
is one way to engage in misreading, right?

Definitely. I am still a fan of confusion as a creative method. It’s a state of
mind that’s seen as a weakness, or, when describing our current world, it is
seen as an issue or a problem. But, actually, confusion is a really incredible
place to be, because it means that you’re thinking as a subject who is able
to hold contradictions. That kind of position enables that subject to work
through those contradictions and to determine a new way forward.

When I consider this communication model, there seems very few possible
openings at which a graphic designer might intervene to subvert existing
social conditions. I wonder, then, if it even makes sense to talk about a radical graphic design in isolation. Must radical graphic design always pair with
education or social activism?

I don’t think so, or, at least, I don’t think education and activism has to be
apparent in the reception of the work. Radical resources or approaches can
be embedded in the work. But I think that a radical graphic design probably doesn’t really look like graphic design anymore. If a radical approach
is applied, then graphic design as a concept isn’t necessarily. If the point is
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When I was using that metaphor, I wanted to bring the body into the equation. I thought it was important that there was an understanding of how
bodies play into this encounter with meaning, because bodies are so often
not considered. If we begin to understand the ramifications of our work on
bodies in space and time, that we might maybe apply a little bit more care
to the work that we’re doing and the way that we’re applying it and also
consider how our own bodies are producing meaning and conveying it to
others. I wanted to use this metaphor of the stunt double as this body that
takes risks. But also understands the scope of those risks and doesn’t go
beyond what is actually life threatening, what is damaging. Another way
that I might rephrase that is—rather than thinking about stunt doubling
the past, which is to put the past to the test—to put the past under extreme
conditions and to see how we use it, if it’s still useful. I might rephrase it
now and say that stunt doubling is an act of intentionally misreading the
past and then miswriting the past. In queer zines specifically, there’s this
intentional, purposeful illiteracy. There is a willful misunderstanding of
the images that precede the zine when those images are put to new use.
For example, taking a photo of a bunch of white boys wrestling in a pit at
a punk show, and filtering that through a homoerotic lens is a willful misunderstanding of what was happening. It applies new meaning to it. The
strategy that I may be encouraging in that essay is an attack or a method
of intentionally misreading the past and then miswriting it to new use,
intentionally perverting the meaning, giving it new meaning through a
new form.

In my own work, I’ve been thinking about ambiguity, which I think I am
using in the same way that you’re using confusion. I see ambiguity as introducing non-obvious answers into graphic design as a way of creating
the possibility of an unrehearsed action. I’ve been thinking about this in
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my personal life for a couple of years. I will often tell people that I’ll accept

cis folks. I’m not going to try to cater to their acceptance of the work. The
issue is that we want to transform the world, that’s going to require participation on probably a broader scale, and at the same time it’s not my job
to change their minds. It’s their job to change their minds. I won’t waste
energy on it.

any pronouns. I see it as a political act and a gift to straight, cispeople. I am
saying that you can use me, my body, as an opportunity to play with gender
by trying out different pronouns. I have found that for straight, cispeople
people this is so confusing that they default to he/him. My question for you
is how do you get people to embrace confusion?

Hélio Oiticica, Parangolé P1 Cape 1, 1964

That’s a great question. Confusion as a skill, or as a skill set, is something
that’s probably already afforded or available to marginalized peoples. They
are already these confusing subjects or identities that do not fit into the
normative order.
When I was in grad school, I read this text by Lee Edelman1 called
“The Future is Kid Stuff ” and it was profoundly life altering for me. I actually had to stop reading it halfway through, almost out of fear, literally had
to put it down, because I realized that if I were to accept the argument that
Edelman is making in the text, it would fundamentally alter my position to
the world. I had to sit with and process it. That was a moment of confusion,
where I was holding the contradiction of the text and my own understanding of the world. After I had finally finished the text, I recommended it to
straight, cis friend in graduate school. This is someone that I respect, who
has a really great, nuanced understanding of the world. And I was like, you
must read this incredible text that made me look at the world in a different
way. And I remember him being like, okay, cool, thanks. Obviously, this is
just one experience, but in that moment I realized that for folks in subject positions that aren’t challenged on a regular basis or at all, there is no
rush or need to disorder the world, to change the normative structures. It
was a realization that for most people queerness is perceived as an an add
on, an extra thing on top of identity; rather than queerness as something
that transforms identity completely, that transforms the position of the
‘I,’ that transforms the way that we relate to each other as individuals. So
I hear what you are saying. For white, straight, cis folks, the world works
pretty well for them for already. They see these markers of identity, queer
or racial identities, as human plus X, as modifiers of identity rather than
things that are constitutive of identity itself or things that transform what
identity even means.
I don’t know how to broach that divide. In some ways, I’ve shifted
my focus, like I guess I’m not talking to those people. I don’t want to put my
energy into expanding the world for those people. I’d rather engage with
folks who are already open and interested in talking about these things.
And then move from there. My audience is definitely not white, straight,

1. Lee Edelman, No Future:
Queer Theory and the Death
Drive, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004.)
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In your Newcity Art profile, they use this phrase, “literacy as a tool for liberation.”² With your wearable text pieces, I see that as visualizing exchanges
between language and the body, and so teaching literacy to the audience—
teaching the viewer to read the body. Do you view your practice as one of
teaching literacy?

Parangolé in the 1979 film HO by Ivan Cardoso.

Literacy is at the core of my work, whether it’s queer zines or sci-fi, which
comes out of the idea of writing and rewriting the world. A huge touch
point for this understanding for me comes from Brazil: Brazilian theorists
and educator Paulo Freire, his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and his understanding of literacy as a tool for liberation, autonomy, collective understanding, and willpower; and Brazilian artists who were working with
wearables during and after the military coup and dictatorship in the 60s
and 70s in Brazil, and how they were using wearable artwork as a way to
kind of talk about literacy as it applies to bodies, how bodies move through
the world—artists like Hélio Oiticica, Lygia Pape, Lygia Clark. Oiticica has
this series of works called Parangolés, which are these weird, flowy pieces
that are kind of cumbersome in their construction. What they do is they
kind of encourage literacy on both sides of it. For the wearer, this cumbersome wearable makes them more aware of themselves, their body in space,
and also the world, its limitations, and how they interact with the world.
For the viewer, they gain a mutual understanding. What these and other
artists are interested in is consciousness raising, which was big in the 60s
and 70s. The idea was to raise consciousness together in order to read, to
be read, to write, and to be written. I see the wearables as a metaphor for
writing and reading—but also actually, functionally writing the world.
With regards to literacy and this queer punk zine lineage, the zine publishers wrote a queer punk scene into existence. The first zines that came
out in the mid-80s in Toronto were jokingly writing about this big queer
punk scene that existed in Toronto. They wrote that all these queer folks
are going to queer punk shows which didn’t actually exist. It was the editors in their apartment thinking, ‘Oh, this is funny.’ When the zines start to
circulate, people begin to believe that there are a bunch of queer punks in
Toronto, so more zines start to manifest, until, in the early 90s, there just

2. Kerry Cardoza, “Breakout Artists 2021,” Newcity
Art, March 24, 2021, art.
newcity.com/2021/03/24/
breakout-artists-2021-chicagos-next-generation-of-image-makers/5/
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is a functioning queer punk scene—which all comes out from a couple
of zines from the mid-80s. A whole music scene out of that. There is the
actual act of writing a world into existence, literally, through the act of
publishing. They created this entire subculture out of thin air.
At the same time, the authors are critiquing the world through these
zines, and so they are rewriting the world as well. In the midst of the AIDS
pandemic, they are offering a functionally ‘other’ queer identity, that was
not about respectability or assimilation. They were offering another way to
exist at a time when credit card advertisements are starting to show up in gay
magazines, when gay and lesbians are becoming a commodifiable consumer group. When I think about reading and writing, I think about that history,
because it illustrates what it looks like to read the world, to write the world, and
to rewrite the world.

that I am able to communicate with the people that I share values with,
and to protect the means of communicating.
I am interested in the production of a literacy. My theory is that there is a
mutual recognition of illegibility, and that leads to legibility, and that produces legibility. If true, this raises two questions: When is literacy the same
thing as community? And is literacy a form of identity?
Ultimately, I am wondering if the appropriate intervention into gender stereotypes in typography is to help people become literate in gender.
But then the question is does provoking a new literacy in a group of people therefore produce a new community, identity, or field of practice? One
thing I keep encountering is the argument that to even acknowledge gender in typography would reify gender in type.

That sounds like when people say, “You’re critiquing Apple, but you’re using an iPhone to do it.” There’s a difference between reifying gender in
typography and in acknowledging where it exists, pinpointing that, and
being literate, being able to read those cues. The question is to what end
where does it lead?

I’m currently doing a project with a partner, Nick Larson, in which we perform a close reading of Robert Bringhurst’s Elements of Typographic Style.
It has been interesting to revisit your work at the same time, because while
Bringhurst is also really concerned with literacy, he uses it as a metaphor
for normative behavior. As soon as someone fails to reproduce the past or
stops using historical typographic methods, then Bringhurst says they are

To summarize some of the salient points, I see your work as offering three

“illiterate.” This makes me see literacy as a political category and so think

modes of intervention with respect to identity or power in graphic design:

about the political perception, availability, or legibility of marginal cultures.

teaching literacy, stunt doubling, and then writing community into exis-

What is the relationship between literacy and legibility or the relationship

tence, enacting kinships through writing. For the last one, exacting kinship,

between literacy and illegibility?

I’m sort of curious if there are places where you see that happening today

Homocore Toronto no. 2, 1993, by Alan
O’Connor in Toronto, Canada.

TOP

J.D.s no. 2, 1985, by Bruce La Bruce and
GB Jones in Toronto, Canada.
BOTTOM
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One reason that I’m also drawn to this history of queer punk zines is that
they were really insistent on embodying this contradiction of legibility
and illegibility. They refused to be easily read by the culture at large. They
are interested in confusion as a strategy, in willfully confusing other people’s understanding of who they were, through gender fuckery or code
switching—through the expansiveness of what queer can mean. There
was a need to be opaque and illegible out of self-protection, at a time when
it wasn’t safe to be out, and also to preserve this subculture from being assimilated. It was really complex. There was no one voice in all of this. There
was lots of perspectives and arguments and rivalries. I’m interested in this
history because it was willfully illegible and yet depended on this shared
understanding, this legibility, among queer punks. In order to communicate, to publish, and to circulate ideas, there needed to be legibility in place.
There was a pretty clear division: “We’re legible with our people and where
we take care of each other. We work in codes that make sense to us. But we
refuse to be legible to everyone else.” Especially since at this time when
surveillance was a real threat to the gay community, for example through
AIDS registries. And at the same time, queer punks are starting to see these
pleas for acceptance into the normative order. All that is to say that I think
that it is really important question: when things are legible, when things
are illegible? The stance that I’ve taken is that it is okay if the work that I
make is not legible to a broad audience. Maybe I prefer that. It’s important
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in graphic design?

The place that I get excited about, where I see people building kinship,
shared meaning, and visual language is Binchpress. What is exciting for
me is that they are very much embedded within a larger community. The
visual language that they are using comes from the community, and the
work goes back into the community. It is hard to locate those spaces. The
work does need to be done locally in order to understand how the work
that we do has an effect on actual bodies, on actual places, on landscapes.
There has to be an understanding of who these people are and where they
live. How does this meaning work in their lives? But I cannot think of any
more groups, so I guess I don’t know how to answer.
Yeah, that’s, that’s okay. Well, that was my last question. Is there anything I
should have asked you?

I’m curious about your project, what you’re doing, how you’re approaching
gender and typography.
It is a big and growing project that is definitely going to outstrip grad school.
I became interested in it a few years ago. I have been approaching it in
a somewhat sociological method. I had this understanding that everyone
agrees on what a masculine font is or what a feminine font is. Why? Where
does it come from? From confirming this shared perception of gender in
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typography, it has evolved into me trying to identify the consequences or

use of a font. It is a complicated subject. Even with the font series I do, the
year of queer love letters, I am literally embedding this history in the font,
in the metadata there is information on where these fonts come from. I’m
putting these fonts out into the world fully aware that people are going to
use them in wildy different ways that have nothing to do with the history
that the fonts are referencing. It is a great topical exploration.

effects of it. Where do we see gendered uses in the real world? For example,
I’ve looked into the type used on websites for gender segregated occupations. I am trying to see if there are material consequences to which graphic
design might be contributing. Lately, I seem to be setting myself up to examining the multiple intersecting influences on our perception of gender
and typography. For example, where does our modern perception of cursive
as feminine come from? What are the historical causes? The occupational

It is interesting to think about how to intervene, if at all. Some people say to

causes? It is a massive project. Ultimately, I want to develop this knowledge

stop talking gender in reference to typography, the gender-blind approach,

so that I can explain it to other graphic designers—to convince them that

like you noted. The argument goes that by ignoring gender, we will elimi-

it is real. I have had the repeated experience, for example, when I ask a

nate gendered uses. (Personally that doesn’t make sense to me. It is like

person if they perceive a font as masculine or feminine, of being told that

burying your head.) But should we fully eliminate gender in typography? To

gender does not exist in typography or graphic design. So, in some ways, it

build on your comment about desire, a lot of people like their gender. They

has been a stubborn, spiteful pursuit. That is the overarching project.

have a good or meaningful relationship to their gender. They want to see it

Generally my research interests are the differing ways that power

manifest in visual culture. It seems wrong, then, to prevent that. It seems in-

operates in graphic design, the way dominant or normative logics operate

credibly important to ask exactly what the effect that we want to achieve is.

in graphic design. In a different project, my partner, Will Mianecki and I are

For me, I may simply want to make graphic designers aware that there are

looking at intentionally blank pages in Bureau of Land Management doc-

political consequences to what they do, because most ignore or deny that.

uments³ as a way of investigating how graphic design participates in the

It is such a surface industry, and perhaps necessarily has to be, but that
affects the discourse around it.

literal control of physical space by the government. I see those being connected. Blank pages operate in the same way that gender does in graphic
design: enacting power or reproducing the dominant ideologies.

It is an interesting question. Folks that say that gender does not or should
not exist in graphic design are saying something like I don’t see race. In a
literal way, yes, that is true, and nowadays it is less clear when something
is being applied towards a gendered use. I wish I had gotten a historical
grounding in how graphic design manifests visually. In school, you learn
about Art Noveau, Arts and Crafts, and other movements, but I did not
learn about how context, world events, people, societies produce the need,
or a desire, for a style of graphic design. I think another question worth
asking is how desire plays into that. Through that you might get into the
meat of how gender is enacted through graphic design. What desire does
design provokes? What design choices are made based upon those desires?
The opposite end of ‘gender doesn’t exist’ is ‘everything is gendered.’ It
is all a manifestation of gender and desire. Part of that is understanding
where a typeface comes from, it’s designed use and intention, and where it
is headed, how people continue to use it—especially with typefaces with
such a long history. So much graphic design these days are ahistorical. It is
not necessarily dependent upon the shared understanding of an original

3. See “A Very Long, Laborious Process That Yields 100
Blank Pages” in Queer Space,
page 82.
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Recently I’ve been wondering if one solution is developing long-term relationships between the audience and the graphic design object—overturn
graphic design as a tool of rapid, mass communication.
As a final thought, do you have any references for me?

Paul Chan’s Alternumerics, which I thought about when working on my
own fonts.
Great. Thank you!

avl
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Paul Chan, “The Future Must
Be Sweet,” Alternumerics, 2001

UNIFORM
TITLE
How Systems
of Classification

“Uniform Title: How Classification Systems Dominate and
Obscure” explores and problematizes the systems that
museums—or any archiving institution—use to organize
information. These systems are intended to make items
accessible, available, visible; and yet the contents of this
exhibition show how the systems can obscure their content—even subordinate and flatten their content.
A uniform title is one such tool: When an item has
no title, or when it has multiple titles, a distinctive new name
is assigned that operates as the comprehensive, high-level
name for the item. That is, if an item has been published
as both Highlighander: The Sorcerer and Highlander: the
Final Conflict, the uniform title Highlander 3: the Final
Dimension will be used in a catalog to access all of these
versions.
All possible items reduced to one term.

Dominate and Obscure
WRITTEN BY

ADIE FEIN
FIRST PERFORMED BY

ADIE FEIN &
NICK LARSON &
ÁSTA ÞRASTARDÓTTIR
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ITEM ONE
A catalog is a database that identifies items residing
within a specific collection. A catalog card is an individual
entry within a catalog that records information about one
item. The information can describe the item, indicate its
provenance, locate it within a physical system, and more.
Some cards, like this one, contain visual representations
of the objects.
This catalog card describes an amulet given to the British
Museum by Charles Temple in 1904. In part, the card
reads,
“Africa W. TCot red angular charm, covered with brown
leather.
Another similar: pattern as shown. Another similar: zigzag
pattern. 1904.1015. 17. 18. 19.”

Amulet, Af1904,1015.17, The
British Museum. London,
United Kingdom.
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ITEM TWO
The concept of the modern catalog card was created
in 1789. During the french revolution, the government
seized all religious texts. Cards were used to document
these items, so that the valuable texts could be identified,
located, and sold to raise government revenue. Catalog
cards have always been political.
This card documents one orthostat, a carved stone slab.
The item was excavated and removed by a German national in 1911 (or 1927) and later seized as enemy property
during WWII.
The removal of the orthostat was an act of colonialism.
And the catalog card signifies a second, more subtle act of
colonialism: the imposition of a system onto an object, a
new way of knowing that lessens the local, cultural meaning of the object. It is an act of epistemic violence.
Michael Foucualt writes,
“In any given culture and at any given moment, there is
always only one ‘episteme’ that defines the conditions of
possibility of all knowledge.”1

Catalogue Cards Of Orthostat
Relief: Winged Human-Headed Lion, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York,
United States.
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1. Michel Foucault, The Order
Of Things: An Archaeology
Of The Human Sciences (New
York: Vintage Books, 1994),
183.
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ITEM THREE
In the 1920s and 30s, photography became widespread.
Photographic reproductions of items were printed or pasted onto catalog cards, replacing hand-made illustrations.
And the catalog cards themselves began to appear next
to the items they referenced in photographs, invading
the space of the object. The card—its accession numbers,
locations, and dates—becomes linked to the item that the
card documents. The catalog begins to catalog itself.
“Every Eye Sees differently. As the Eye–Such the Object.”2
In other words, vision determines what is seen. Rather
than pure representations of reality, video and photography and even the human eye frames and interprets the
viewed object.
These amulets were given to The British Museum by
Reverend Rose in 1916.
“Amulet. EA54214. Blue glazed composition step-amulet
Acquired: Egypt.
Time Period: Third Intermediate(?). 26th Dynasty(?).”

The third intermediate period of Egypt is widely regarded
to have begun in 1070 B.C. and to have ended in 664 B.C.
The catalog card blinds us to 180 years—and more.

Amulet, 128805, The British
Museum. London, United
Kingdom.
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which is taken from his
annotations to Reynold’s
Discourses.
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ITEM FOUR
Accessioning is the transfer of physical and legal custody
of an item from one party to an institution. At the time
of reception, an accession number is assigned to the item.
An accession number is a unique identifier that designates
the item’s location within—and relationship to—a larger
collection.
“Accession Number: 47.101.43”

This is object 47.101.43. It will always be 47.101.43.
Names are a logical truth, facts that are necessarily valid no
matter the context or circumstances.3
In all possible worlds—any fictional world we imagine,
any earth of an alternate timeline—a name still designates the same thing.
If 47.101.43 leaves the institution, no other item may receive the same name. If this item disintegrates, nevertheless it always will have been and always will be 47.101.43.
To name is to identify. To name is to act upon something.
To name is to change.
When the institution ends, we may look in its remains
and find a catalog card.
It will tell us what is 47.101.43.

Amulet, 47.101.43, The British
Museum. London, United
Kingdom.
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from Naming and Necessity.
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ITEM FIVE
“Museum number 123030.
Accession number 1931.101.98.
Condition: Fair.
Reason: Scratching.”

Accession numbers are inscribed upon an item so that
“it can always be identified and cannot be separated from
[its] documentation.”4
Standard conservation practice dictates that accession
numbers should be harmless and durable. The marking
should neither damage the object nor be removable. That
is, the inscription upon an item must be both permanent
and temporary—perpetual yet inconsequential, absolute
yet invalid [in-valid], absolute yet invalid [in-vuh-lid].
But no—
It is not the inscription, but the catalog itself that must be
infinite. The J. Paul Getty Trust states the following in its
accession policies:
“the Trust has created records that it believes to be of
permanent value.”
To build a relationship between an item and documentation is to create value. The chief cultural charge of these
institutions may be the maintenance of databases, of catalog cards and their relationship to items. Can we imagine
an institution whose only holdings are a catalog?
Imagine the museum as a house of cards.

amulet (?); pendant (?),
123030, The British Museum.
London, United Kingdom.
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4. Nancy Enneking and J.
Paul Getty Trust Institutional
Archives. Accessioning
Manual, 5th Edition. (Lost
Angeles: J. Paul Getty Trust,
2016), 30.
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ITEM SIX
Systems of organization demand systems of organization.
The human documentor is imperfect: the illustrating hand
may tremble; the surveying eye may overlook; the stuttering mouth may transpose. An incorrect detail can assign
an item to irretrievability within a vast holding.
Photography promised a more objective method of
representation. Light translated directly to material form.
And yet, as photography entered the museum catalogs, it
demanded additional tools to verify its documentation.
Rulers begin to line the edges of images. They promise
scale, even as the photographed object floats in a white,
featureless void.
“Museum number: 128805.
Accession number: 1936.0613.201
Height: 53.50 millimeters.
Length: 74 millimeters.”

Amulet, 128805 , The British
Museum. London, United
Kingdom.

QUEER POWER
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ITEM SEVEN
New classification and conservation technologies promise
better access to the object: To better locate the item on
archive shelves; To better perceive the item’s visual qualities—its proportions, colors, and texture; To better understand the object—its significance, context, and content.
“Cup(?).
Accession number 1868.1228.80.”

Systems of classification are ways of knowing. These
system and their tools generate facts: composition; age;
weight; height; microscopic black-brown pigments nestled in ceramic cracks.
“Period: Hallstatt(?).
Excavated: Cemetery(?).”

These facts reveal the nature of things. By them, we come
to appreciate the objects. We understand the objects. We
finally know them for what they are.
“References: Undated note from Dr. Gutav Klem, ‘deep cup
with neck’”
Bracketed curator’s remark: “item incorrectly labelled as
‘deep cup with neck.’”

Cup(?)., 1868,1228.80, The
British Museum. London,
United Kingdom.
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ITEM EIGHT
“Body shard of vessel, possibly Alabastron. Black-figure
decoration of bird—possibly.”

Excavated by Dr. David George Hogarth: British. Male.5
“Decoration Top: vertical lines. Possibly neck feathers(?).”

Dr. Hogarth’s Address: Chapel Meadow, Forest Row, Sussex,
United Kingdom.
“Below: Incised lines Possibly tail feathers(?).”

Dr. Hogarth: Wandering Scholar, title of autobiography
published in 1925.
“Left: red pigment for filling ornament(?)—possibly”

On the vessel shard is a sticker that reads—
“Excavated and given by Mr. D. G. Hogarth, 1903.”

It is the most prominent ornament on the item.
Certainly.
Definitely.
Absolutely.

Alabastron (possibly),
AshmLoan.480, The British
Museum. London, United
Kingdom.
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5. “Dr David George Hogarth,”
Collection Terms, The British
Museum, accessed February
28, 2022, britishmuseum.org/
collection/term/BIOG53866
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ITEM NINE
In a survey of its condition, the object is described as brittle, fractured, smudged, and having lost pieces. It has been
reinforced with kraft and glassine paper. On that paper,
the accession number:
“1950.0522.1.”

The cataloging tool ensures the continuation of the object.
The catalog preserves the object.
The catalog preserves itself.

Papyrus; amulet (?), EA10731,
The British Museum. London,
United Kingdom.
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ITEM TEN
Within this system of knowing, the catalog itself becomes
more important than the archived item. The cataloging
tools reflect their prominence: text is set at larger sizes;
stickers occupy more territory. The object is symbolically
and literally obscured by the information that locates it.
What counts as knowledge? Epistemic Violence is the
domination of knowledge, the subjugation of ideas
considered beneath the level of cognition or science.
Colonized subjects are silenced by their perceived lack of
rigor or objectivity—their inability to speak the language
of knowledge.
“It is the asymmetrical obliteration of the trace of that Other.”6
It is the papering over of the Other.
“Accession number 1923.0619.9.
Location: Not on display.”

Shabti; amulet, EA56824,
The British Museum. London,
United Kingdom.
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6. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Can The Subaltern Speak?:
Reflections On The History
Of An Idea, (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2010.)
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ITEM ELEVEN
What counts as knowledge? Who may produce knowledge? Who may own knowledge?
“Curator’s comments:
Previous owner number: Santa Cruz Group 1.4.35 written
on label on object.
Previous owner number: 1944.OC.2.1206 written on label
on object.
Previous owner number: 3611B written on label on object.”

“Persons excluded at the interior have not just been excluded
from an interaction. They have been excluded from being
human—excluded from intelligibility.”7
Knowledge systems are value systems.
What counts as knowledge? Who may produce knowledge? Who may own knowledge?
“Found/Acquired: Santa Cruz Islands (Oceania)”

The Lapita culture is the name given to a prehistoric
Austronesian people who lived on many Pacific Islands,
including the Santa Cruz Islands. The term Lapita was
coined when an American archeologist misunderstood
the word xapeta’a.

Adze, Oc1944,02.1206, The
British Museum. London,
United Kingdom.
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7. Neil Silberman, The Oxford
Companion to Archaeology,
Volume 1, 2nd Edition, (New
York: Oxford University Press,
2008), 210.
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ITEM TWELVE
“Accession Number: 2011.604.1.2652”

“We see the world in terms of our theories.”8
Classification systems are designed to seem objective,
neutral—obvious. Numbers, grids, names. Dates, lengths,
data. With enough contextual information, we can locate
any object: find it within a collection, a culture, an era.
“Period: Archaic. Date: 500–480 B.C.”

“The primary task of critique will not be to evaluate whether
its objects—social conditions, practices, forms of knowledge,
power and discourse—are good or bad, valued highly or
demeaned.”9
Classification systems are systems of knowledge. It determines what is and what is not a fact.
It privileges certain ways of knowing. It asserts that certain things are worthy of knowing.
“The primary task of critique will be to bring into relief the
very framework of evaluation itself.”
“Gift of Dietrich von Bothmer. 2011.”

It is a way of seeing that obscures vision. Classification
can locate more value in documentation than in the
object. The material item becomes lost under its own facts.
Ornament becomes identifying stickers. Frames become
measuring rods. Names become accession numbers.
Classification becomes its own goal.
Classification is its own goal.
The catalog catalogs itself.

Terracotta fragment of
a kylix (drinking cup),
2011.604.1.2652, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York, United States.
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8. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
(Chicago: The University Of
Chicago Press, 1970.)

9. Judith Butler, “What Is
Critique? An Essay on Foucault’s Virtue,” in The Judith
Butler Reader, ed. Sara Salih
(Malden: Blackwell, 2004).
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DESIGN AS
BEHAVIOR
MANAGEMENT
A Converation on
the 2021 Biennial,

In this conversation, Georgie Nolan and I discuss the 2021
RISD Graphic Design MFA Biennial: its history, context,
and lessons. This conversation takes up two issues: design
education; and the power of graphic design. It is within
this conversation that I first articulated a position that
graphic design is a fundamentally conservative field, and
this conversation is reprinted here for that reason.
The 2021 Biennial was titled “Everything You Can
Think Of; Nothing You Want.”1 The biennial contained two
shows: a traditional display of graphic desiprojects; and
an uncurated collection of memes, emails, voice recordings, and more that spoke to the state of graduate education and the condition of graduate students. It ran from
January 21–February 21, 2021. The biennial hosted six
events, which focused on community building.
Georgie Nolan graduated from the RISD graduate program
in graphic design in 2021. She is currently a visiting lecturer
at The Glasgow School of Art and a Creative Strategist for
propGen.

Design Education,
and Power in Design
ADAM FEIN &
GEORGIE NOLAN

MARCH 2021

This conversation is also
published in “Marginalia,”
see Queer Things, page 40,
and in Georgie Nolan’s thesis,
Future as Medium.

ADAM FEIN & GEORGIE NOLAN

1. The contents of the 2021
RISD MFA biennial website,
including images and curatorial statement, is published in
Queer Study, page 34.

2. Students from nine MFA
graphic design programs gathered for a biennial event. Students responded to ice breaker
questions with text or doodles.
Images in this interview are
screen caps of those responses.
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the virtual walls of Zoom school. So many people say that the value of the
RISD experience is the connection to this global network of RISD alumni. But we didn’t know alumni, had never seen them or heard from them
during graduate school, which seemed like a lost opportunity. We didn’t
really know how our degree would translate when we left the institution.
That was one initial impulse for programming, alongside just getting to
do something a bit different given the lack of physical space. But then it
started to take on other ambitions as well.

What were we thinking when we came up with the theme
for the biennial? There was this sense going into planning that everyone
was already exhausted before we had even started. Everyone was burnt out
and tired and confused and overwhelmed. I remember we discussed doing
a graphic design version of The Great British Bake Off.
GEORGIE NOLAN

ADAM FEIN

In those early ideas, themes of institutional critique and refusal

were essential, and then it was about deciding a form. It started out specific—we were going to do a reality-tv-style competition or we were going to
draw one another’s work rather than actually submit work—but it became

That was definitely part of it. What were some of our original ideas for re-

more inclusive.

fusal? Returning to The Great British Bake Off, the motivation was that we

Because one one hand we wanted to communicate discomfort and refusal,
but, on the other hand, there was a desire to celebrate our program, to show
our work, and to bring attention to the program. We were pulled in these
two directions: wanting to refuse but also wanting to display work; how
we’re really feeling but also what the department wants from us and what
we’re expected to want from ourselves. The theme, “Everything You Can
Think Of; Nothing You Want,” was a way to demonstrate the two sides of
this coin.

did not want to show work. We would just create work as a performance for
one day to make the biennial as easy as possible, but also as a refusal of the
biennial. It started there, but we ditched that idea for a much bigger thing
that was harder to accomplish.

We learned a valuable lesson. We were refusing the institution and trying
to do something that made it easier for us, but we actually ended up completely overworking. For the other students, the events did achieve some
of the goals that we set out to achieve. But for us, it was just a lot of work.
That’s why refusal is so difficult—it does require work. It’s not as easy as
“I’m not going to do xyz.” To refuse, and to do it in a successful way that
carries meaning, is hard.

Right, there was one side that was meeting the productive demand of the
biennial: to advertise our work, to make the department look good. And
then there was the shadow biennial. (Initially, I wanted to do a biennial that
was totally off site: not on risd property; not accessible to RISD ip address-

Right, refusal is not just non-participation. It is a reimagining. You have

es. I love that idea and still wish we had done that.) The shadow biennial,

to both understand the institution—where you’re operating, within what

the “Nothing” side, became about what we were going through: our feelings

structures you’re operating—and then have to do something entirely out-

about the work, the context of the professional/polished side of things, and

side of that. It is a lot of work, because it’s imagining two different systems.

our burnout and fatigue. The institutional critique came from the relation-

There are always going to be these conversations. There are always going to
be students and faculty that really want to make a change. But there will
also be students that realize that, actually, in order to refuse and to do this,
it’s actually going to take more effort.

ship between the two sides of the biennial, and of graduate school, rather
than from an outright rejection of the traditional biennial format.

We embraced these two sides in the biennial programming, which was
something that the graphic design department hadn’t done for a biennial
before. We invited alumni, faculty and students together to discuss and
explore the two sides to the graduate experience.

Going back to why we chose to do programming, we realized that we were
in Zoom school and that we weren’t able to do a traditional physical biennial. So why recreate a traditional biennial online? It didn’t make sense to

Why did we decide to do programming? Why did that seem like something

reproduce what was normal in an abnormal period. That realization opened

that we had to do?

up the possibility, weirdly enough, of programming, which we probably

At the time there was this feeling of lack of community because of the
displacement caused by COVID and how abruptly that situation escalated.
It was clear that we needed to talk about the issues that we all experienced
during that first online semester and how we could improve things. Biennial programming was an opportunity to bring people together. We also
wanted to find answers to questions that we were asking ourselves, like,
what does it mean to be in grad school when we’re completely online?
What is the value? What is the value going to be when we graduate? Inviting the alumni back gave us insight and helped us see the world beyond
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wouldn’t have even thought about otherwise.

Yeah. Through the biennial, we met people that we otherwise would never
have met. We got a lot out of it. This is something that I’m thinking about
in terms of adaptive models of education. Having to think this through and
create events that would be meaningful to the invited speakers—because
initially, we asked them to participate for no compensation—was a learning experience. To create events that would be interesting for students,
to manage the negotiation of the whole thing, running events, running
the advertising. We learned a lot: practical skills that we can take with us,
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and these are contacts that we’ve now made and can take with us into
our careers. Doing and organizing events has been equally as important
as completing design briefs. In the real world, these skills, these things
we asked of ourselves through the biennial, are the things that we will be
doing when we leave school.
Yes, that is also something I learned through the biennial: the organization
is just as important as the design. The themes that we were interested in,

was interesting that, in some feedback on events, people found the issues
raised quite confrontational, like life after graduate school, the realities of
the industry, what does and doesn’t earn money. Elaine Lopez did a fantastic job of showing us the “Nothing” side of her work, the stuff she doesn’t
show when she’s invited to give a presentation. Yes, perhaps it was a bit
shocking to be confronted with the idea that when you leave grad school,
you have to make a living. But it was also refreshing to see the honesty,
to see *how* the skills and thinking she developed translated out into the
world. We don’t talk about that enough. I think bringing awareness to other
modes of education outside of what we are experiencing was also really
formative for me. Speaking with Joe Potts was a definite highlight.

how are you feeling?

like refusal or self care or community—those are things where you have
the most access to them by creating spaces where interested people can
come together and talk about them. Like you said, the biennial activated the
RISD network and made it palpable. That was something really empowering
for me to see. I realized how easy it is to reach out to people. If you have a

Yeah, that goes back to the idea that refusal—or trying to set up alterna-

fairly precise interest—Zoom school or institutional critique or design edu-

tives to what felt like unhealthy situations like Zoom school—is a lot of la-

cation—others who are interested will be very happy to talk to you about it,

bor, and you hope that it pays off. But you have to sacrifice your body on the

to spend time with you engaging in those issues. You do not need to have

wheels of alternative education.

well-formed ideas about the topic to justify those conversations. Making

I can’t wait to work on all of this again in creating the Manual for Care
publication.

community can be as easy as wanting community.

Which events do you feel were the most successful?
It is a hard question to answer. Once you organize something, once you cre-

I think I am still recovering from the burnout that putting on the biennial
caused. I don’t think I ever quite got over it. What was your favorite event?

ate a biennial, then you are forced into an extractive position. The question
becomes not only what is the most interesting event for me personally, but
what is the event that’s going to produce the most ephemera or interesting

what makes you happy?

outcomes. For us, that means what event made the most stuff that can be
captured in the Manual for Care, our post-mortem publication?

We were looking for answers in a way, which maybe changed our perception. I don’t think people would usually be doing that when they put
together a program like this. But because we wanted to make a change and
to find some actionable things that we can show our department as a way
to move forward, that added pressure.
The event where I feel like I learned the most was Federico Pérez Villoro
and Chris Hamamoto’s workshop, “Mirror Schools.” That was a three-day

I enjoyed all of them for different reasons. It feels like such a long time
ago, and we didn’t get a moment to absorb just what we’d achieved. The
graphic design community event, which Bobby Joe Smith III created, felt
really productive. I had a lot of fun there too. It felt really necessary. When
we were planning it, we didn’t think that it would go as well as it did. I see
people that connected during that event are still staying in contact, still
in touch on Instagram, asking each other about the thesis process. The
community event felt less self-serving; it was an event needed by a wider
community. I hope that the network stays together. I hope that it continues
or that somebody thinks to do it again. By doing that event, we created this
community that needs love and attention, which we need to make sure it
gets. There’s a responsibility there that we didn’t realise at the time.

workshop about exploring how to subvert and extract material from the

Yeah, the community event expanded outside of RISD and allowed a larger

institution to give it to a broader community. Plus, Chris and Federico built

community to discuss overwork, burnout, and weighing the demands of

up an amazing group of references on their website, their presentation was

professional versus personal interest. It allowed us to see that these con-

so great, and we got to talk to Joe Potts of the Southland Institute. That

cerns are actually symptoms of larger structures beyond the school, be-

was my favorite event personally, and a lot of interesting proposals for work

yond RISD, that require more organized attention rather than anger at any

came out of it. In terms of producing content, Elizabeth Leepers’s event was

individual program.

maybe the best.

Learning how to organize, how to get things done, how to stop complaining and do something about it, that was definitely a learning curve. It’s
fine to have these ideas in school, to be angry and upset, to realize what is
not working for you. But then you actually need to think about why. How
do we talk about that in a space with other people in a way that is not just
complaining but actually constructive? How to frame the complaint?

You could really see the care behind Elizabeth Leeper’s workshop, “Dream
Syllabus.” I really enjoyed imagining the syllabus as a speculative tool or
tool to manifest care. Also, coming together with students and faculty in
one place with designated time to talk about the syllabus from our varied
perspectives made for really engaging conversation that felt productive. It
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Right, that also goes back to the conditions that we were complaining

on? Or do something different? Do whatever we want? Why does it have to

about, which was burnout and overwork and feeling compelled to con-

be about showing projects, when it’s ultimately all unpaid, student labor?”

stantly produce. Those conditions prevent people from engaging in organi-

How do you feel like Zoom school has gone? How do you think design
education at the graduate level is working? What direction do you think
that this all needs to go?

zation to improve their environments—but also even prevent people from
engaging in conversation about those conditions. During the community
event, everyone said how great and important it felt to connect with others
in the graduate graphic design community, to connect with others who are

I don’t know what direction we’re going in. I don’t feel like I know enough

going through the same things. But we probably would never have met any

about design education more broadly. But at least, at RISD, in my experi-

of them otherwise, because the institutions are competitive towards one

ence, there should be less work. I honestly don’t think students will produce

another, because the schools won’t build inter-programs spaces.

worse things if we do 20% less work, have 20% less demanding schedules,

There is a competitive energy between students, and then also between
departments, and between schools. Graphic Design isn’t always seen as a
collective pursuit that is collaborative.

have 20% less requirements. We might event produce better things. One of
the big benefits—perhaps the foremost benefit—of elite design education
is the network. A big part of that is actually spending time with other people. I think “elite” Zoom-based education is impossible. And I don’t think

Right, the form of collaboration that seems to be allowable within graphic

RISD as a fully Zoom-based program would be successful. This year was

design is where you interpret someone else’s vision. There is no working

an experiment that showed our program has to be in person. What do you

towards some shared goal or project together.

think? What did you learn? What do you think the future design education

That was actually an interesting part of Tatiana Gómez Gaggero and José
Menéndez’s presentation. They were really showing how graphic desican
operate as a community-based and collaborative effort, how they were
working within the Providence community. A sad realization that I had
during that talk was that we aren’t really engaged with the Providence
community. It’s something that I hope changes.

is?

anyone else having a fullblown existential crisis?

It is important for both RISD and Brown—if they want to continue to position themselves as elite institutions—to maintain a certain amount of separation between themselves and the local community. If they were more
porous, then they would not be elite anymore.

Might this change?
I hope so. I want RISD to be non-elite, but I do not think that anyone else
wants that.

That is something that we spoke a lot about, in the early stages of thinking
about refusal, why do people come to RISD? Is it more about the piece of
paper and the name and the network? Or is it about the work that you’re
actually producing and what you’re learning? When we all went to Zoom
school, we lost so many parts of the graduate experience. What people were
holding on to was “I want to finish because I want to graduate from RISD.”

It became clear to me during the last year that it is really important to
have trust within a design department, to trust students to organize and
to produce events that they find meaningful, to get the most out of their
own education. Space for student organizing is really important and encouragement and time for student organizing is really important. What
I know from speaking to other grads through that community network
and from my own experience is that the most important takeaways from
graduate school aren’t really the things that happened in the classroom
but what happens between people, for example, in the studio. Those relationships and what we learned from one another are the most important.
Design education has to change. There is a general feeling that we need to
reassess curriculum. We also need to reassess the ways we are teaching it,
and the environments and the spaces that we are teaching in, and how to
make that a place that’s not stressful—a place where students really feel
like they can explore.

To build on your point, one of the things we learned from the biennial was
that we are capable of creating the sort of educational experiences that we
want to have. We invited the speakers we wanted to hear from. We invited
the teachers we wanted to learn from. It raises the question: do schools
need to be an organization? Or could they be nomadic, little moving events

To go back to our early thinking on the biennial, one of the reasons we

that people join and then leave? Could they be dispersed and cloudy—not

moved to this position of refusal and institutional critique was to ask the

buildings but clouds?

question, what is a biennial, and who does the biennial serve? Especially

What if there are no assignments or strict structures, but instead you float
through, find things to attach to, and explore? That might be a more intuitive way of navigating an institution.

in the case of the 2021 biennial, where we weren’t allowed to have a physical space, we thought, “It’s our graphic design projects. We’re doing all the
work to put on the biennial. We’re personally paying for digital tools. So, why
do we have to do the biennial at all? Why isn’t it okay for us to not put it

It definitely feels like it’s moving away from skills-based learning.
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We’re not learning skills. We’re learning how to think. That’s why we don’t
leave, because we want to know how to think, and we all see value in that.

and what we should care about. And design is the social enforcement of
that value: how do our values appear in the world? How do they direct us in
the world? If that is the role of the design, it makes sense that RISD gradu-

Right, it makes me wonder if we are moving away from school as a place

ate students are all thinking: How can we find freedom within the way that

to develop a personal visual voice or brand. We are no longer asking, “how

design operates? Does graphic design always need to enforce established

do we make our own studio?” Instead we are figuring out alternative forms

social values or can graphic designers instead resist or subvert values? Part

of knowledge production or ways to organize alternative relationships and

of the reason that design cannot be a field in which you speculate value is

communities.

that for design to operate it has to have some sort of social recognition. A

I talked to Rory Hyde yesterday, and we considered a related issue. Architects today are thinking about the future of housing but designing based
on the existing legal constraints. Is that really imagining the future? Because that is designing to today’s constraints. Maybe what you need to do is
reimagine the constraints. Do we need to build in the same way that we’ve
been building since the 50s? What we need and the ways that humans live
have changed. A more productive way of teaching architects may be to
have them consider the law, its framework, and how to advocate for policy
change. But that’s not the stuff that we spend time on at school. Maybe the
future is less aesthetic and more ethical.

street sign in order to guide people to places can’t be in an alien language,
right? But art can be an alien language, and it’s fine, because there’s no
material effect. Either people believe the art, or they don’t believe it.

What kind of spaces, interactions, or questions are specific to graphic design and design pedagogy?
This is hard because I have never been in an art class. So I shouldn’t really
be talking about art. But I feel that a lot of what our design does is engage
in the interpretation of other things. How do we take an input, put it through
whatever-design-is, and create an output where we recognize the input but
it is improved, altered, made legible. Design is input the transformation then

Graphic Designers should all be lawyers, and lawyers should be graphic

output. Art is, maybe, more about collecting things, interweaving things—

designers?

art is about making blankets!

Exactly! In all seriousness, though, graphic designers need to stop behaving as if they exist in a vacuum, where it’s just about making things look
pretty. That’s so loaded. What do you really learn if you are just learning to
make things look pretty? In 10 years, that particular “pretty” is no longer
relevant anymore anyway.

Art is about making blankets, and design is about making...
Widgets! It is a factory! What I am getting at is that in design there is more
of an emphasis on the interpretation of a thing. How will people interpret
your thing? And how can you control that interpretation given the history of
interpretation, based on how everything else has previously been interpret-

I think that’s actually what grad students at RISD do: speculate alternative

ed? Whereas for art, the question is: How do you say something new and

ways to be a graphic designer. Could a graphic designer be this or that?

how will that new thing be read?

Maybe that is what the biennial was. What are some existing alternative

Perhaps design has more to do with behavior, understanding behavior. In
art, you are open to many different types of reactions, to all responses.
Whereas in design, you’re trying to predict that or you design for a particular kind of behavioral reaction. I’m wondering whether this idea of design
as problem solving—whether that is still true. And art is more exploring
rather than solving?

practices that people have built?

We need a class on alternative practice. Maybe? Where we could actually
just explore that. Anyway, I feel like we have covered a lot of stuff. Is there
anything that we didn’t talk about that we should talk about? I’m gonna
edit this to make at least myself sound smarter.
Make me sound smarter too! Maybe we can replace everything that we said

One difficulty in locating the difference between design and art is that both

with quotes from books? I hope this was good for you. I hope you got what

can do similar research: How do people see? How will people interpret that

you wanted out of this.

thing? Art can do that. So I like your point that design operates within a

I definitely did. I am speaking with Annelys de Vet later today, and there
may be things I want to follow up with you about. She already asked me
an interesting question: What makes design education different from art
education?

narrower field of behavior. There are fewer reactions, at least culturally, that
design is supposed to produce. Art can disgust you, or gross you out, or
make you angry. Where design isn’t supposed to do that. And if you are
grossed out by design, it needs to be clever enough that the viewer reflects
on their own disgust and thinks, “Oh, the designer was so smart. They pro-

That’s like the question, isn’t it? How is design different from art? I think art

voked a response in me.” When there’s like a negative affective reaction

is the field where we can test value, where we decide what we care about

that’s associated with it, design must also draw attention to the way that
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anyone struggling to
get back into school?

that negative reaction was produced. Art doesn’t have to do that. Do you

Then the question is does this perspective need to be in the world? Is this
serving me? Thinking about the ethics of what you’re saying sometimes
means that you actually end up saying nothing. Because then it is not design, maybe it’s more art.

think that’s true? I don’t know. I don’t know what art is.

This makes me feel that what I’m doing is not design. It’s closer to art. I do
not think that we are asked to really think about design in the RISD graphic design department. We are not thinking like designers. We are thinking
like artists.

Right, one of the significant ways the graphic design has been defined
throughout the 20th century by modernists has been as a neutral thing that

Really, if I have to give a safe, definite answer, I would say design is some-

does not affect people’s behavior. Graphic design transmits messages and

thing concerned with type and pages.

the message affects people, but graphic design doesn’t take any responsi-

Design feels more methodical or constrained. It serves a purpose in some
way. Whereas art feels more like personal exploration.

bility for the message.

Yeah, what happens after you put that message out into the world? Maybe
that is what makes you a designer: You consider the behavior produced in
reaction to the message. Is that serving my intended outcome, my intended
audience, or not?

This is why I am so interested in type. I want to talk about graphic design,
and type is the only way that I’m sure I’m talking about graphic design.

Graphic designers deal with typography, and we know that as a fact.

That’s interesting. You tell me if I’m understanding you. What I’m hearing
is that design is unique in that it exclusively focuses on the behavior that

Right, we know that!

Graphic design does not feel like design in the same way that industrial
design feels like design, at least in the way that it’s experienced at RISD.
The “design process” is good at capturing the feeling of what design is.

it produces in its audience. That’s different from art because—Op art, for
example—can purely be focused on inducing visual pleasure. Art can potentially be non-coercive or non-political. Whereas graphic design always
necessarily is concerned with human behavior. Is that what you’re saying?

Except for two things: One, Everything—well most things—we do in grad

I think so. But then there is definitely graphic design work that happens
within our department that is purely formal—explorations only meant to
induce pleasure. Is that graphic art, though, and not graphic design?

school is clearly graphic design, but it doesn’t go through a graphic design
process, not literally. Two, the process applies to so many different things.
If you are an artist, and you’re trying to make a painting that produces a
particular reaction, you go through the “design process:” You consider what

The many layered onion that is graphic design. The bloomin’ onion of graph-

is going to cause the reaction, do a couple of drafts, then you show it to

ic design. Your people’s national food.

people. If they don’t react appropriately, then you try more versions, and

It definitely is. Good chat, though.

then you put it in a gallery. That’s the design process.

What actually is our design process when we are working at RISD. Usually
it is weighing our work against a set of expectations. Is this work serving
the goal that you were trying to achieve? Are you speaking to your intended audience? Is this communicating XYZ in the way that you want it to?
So there’s a consideration of how it’s received on the other end. And what
I’m arguing for in my thesis is thinking about the ethical implications of
how you’re saying what you’re saying and the possible interpretations of
that. That might be how graphic design goes more into design as opposed
to art? We do design because the work goes through a distillation process
of examining it against the public’s expectations.

Yeah, I am glad we didn’t end earlier.

what makes you happy?

What you’re saying is that designers need to also consider the ethical behavior that results from graphic design?

Well, that doesn’t make you a designer, but designers should be thinking
about the long-term or even short-term ethical implications of the way
that a message is communicated. That gets complicated because the message may be a personal message that comes more out of an art process.
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Yeah. I’m excited to see what Anlys thinks makes design education different from other types of education? And what do we need to educate
designers that we do not need to educate other kinds of creatives. This
has come up in a lot of the conversations I’ve had, even with Rory Hyde
and with Forest Young: Designers are chasing our tails. We keep teaching
design education in the same way. It is not producing the designers that
we actually need. (We do need people with design skills and to execute
design briefs. We definitely need that. But that is skill-based training that
can happen in another way.) But the designers that we need, who are the
more conceptual thinkers, need to understand how statistics and data and
the science around clients’ projects, and they need to understand the world
that we live in a deeper way—not in an art way, but in a very factual, scientific way through hard evidence. We’re not really teaching or exposing
students to that. And it is an issue, because there is a gap between what
clients need and what designers want to give them. There is a position
in the middle, between science and art, that doesn’t really exist. I think

139

Forest Young tries to be—and Wolf Olins overall does a pretty good job at
being—in the middle. They want to understand a client and its needs based
on research done into the future of the client’s field, and so Wolf Olins has
some power to direct the next five to 10 years of that business. And they’re
conscious of the power that they have. (Of course, ultimately, when they
make design products for a company, Wolff Olins cannot fully control what
the client does with the designs. But the decisions that are made while that
brief is at Wolff Olins is really important.) That means having designers
who know enough about the industry that they can reframe the brief, ask
the right questions, and actually make a difference in these conversations,
can actually affect a client’s direction. But so many designers don’t want to
get involved with big companies. That is not what we want to do. That is not
what we’re taught to do in school. We’re taught to reject that.

what does success look like in your department?

That is the paradox of personal practice. You pursue a personal practice in
order to be a more ethical designer, but then you’re significantly less capable of having an ethical effect in the world.

There can be a spot in between science and design and art. Schools like
SVA have tried to fill that gap in the past, by having a more of a corporate,
industrial focus, but that is also not right. There is something that makes
designers different from artists. But what do they need that is different and
how do you teach that? Do you teach business theories? Forest Young uses
world building a lot. He hires actors to play out these alternative futures
that he projects for companies 10 years in the future. The actors take on
personas that come from research. It is so art school! But they do it in a
way that is really productive, that shows clients the futures they engage
through design products—a potential outcome from a proposed set of decisions. That is something you could teach in design school. How do you
apply this creative thinking? But we never take it that far. We never answer
how the processes that we engage with in design school can be applied
in different environments for purposes other than our own research interests. For me, I want to change design education from the outside—but
from inside institutions. I care about the way that we talk to people that
are going to go into design, because discussions on design ethics are the
most fruitful in the beginning. But there are people that have to do it at
the client level. There need to be people that care about design ethics both
inside and outside.
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EDITED FRAGMENTS FROM

“SOLIDARITY IS NOT A MARKET
EXCHANGE”
ROBIN D. G. KELLEY

The embeddedness of Thelonious Monk’s music has more to do with being
able to understand the politics of it. He made music with,
and for, and of the people: the people of his neighborhood. All these musicians say the most important thing to do
is not to play but to listen. You have to be able to listen
to each other, to be able to play with one other, to play in
response to one another. It’s like a set of conversations.
Because making music is not about virtuosity. It’s about

This concept has caused me to move away from “em- being able to create a kind of community voice.
pathy.” What I’ve called “empathy” was really, if you get
down to it, solidarity. Empathy pivots around taking a singular story, someone’s singular experience, and then projecting out. As if that singular experience—empathizing with the individual—then allows us to understand
everyone who might be suffering from a particular set of circumstances or struggles. It gets you into the problem of “innocence.” That is, you
empathize with victims and not so with those who are not identiﬁed as
victims, as not “innocent,” but as perpetrators. I want to understand other
positions. Empathy also requires identifying with the person you’re em
pathizing with. And sometimes you only identify with those whom you
recognize. That’s a problem because part of solidarity is the
people who you don’t recognize. The people who you don’t Our support and solidarity with people who are struggling
see yourself in.
for human dignity and justice should not depend on their
knowing anything about us! Solidarity is not a market
exchange. It’s not, you need to give us your love and we’ll
give you ours!

INTRODUCTION
Queer Study addresses graphic design graduate education. What is school
for? What are students’ experiences in school? How can the institution
accommodate sorrow and joy, mind and body, self and othThis book also considers the radical potential of graphic
ers? Can one locate self-actualization inside the academy?
design and its opposite, design pessimism. Does design

education have liberatory potential? Or does it promote a

Queer Study in particular advances a vision for
vision of graphic design that is impotent.
graphic design and graphic design education that emphasizes community: the graphic designer as an embedded member within
community; and graphic design as a tool to uplift and to create community.

SORROW
NOTE
On Feeling
Bad, Sad, and Mad
in Graduate School
ADAM FEIN

APRIL 2021

Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat,
Not words, not music or rhyme I want, not custom or lecture, not even the best,
Only the lull I like, the hum of your valvèd voice.
I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning,
How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn’d over upon me,
And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my bare-stript heart
SONG OF MYSELF
WALT WHITMAN¹

Dear Adam of Tomorrow,
At the moment of writing, I am—this Adam is—in despair.
An authentic despair: unresolvable aloneness; breathless, hopeless;
big bodily pulse of pain; chemical relief, blank-wall-staring, brain-on-fire
despair.
It has been, for everyone, an extremely difficult year spent in a pandemic: a year of isolation, anxiety, uncertainty, vulnerability. Virtual education is extremely exhausting, and so you’ve spent the last eight months
teetering into and out of burnout. Your burnout has, at times, made you a
miserable person to be around: angry, spiteful, ungenerous. Over the past
several months, perhaps beginning in February, your burnout has matured
into depression. Plague and University are not the only reasons.
A tumor was found in your father’s brain on July 21, 2020. (You
named this tumorversary in your calendar application.) It was successfully removed, but Dad has been undergoing radiation and chemotherapy
since January 20, 2021. Well, Dad’s been on and off it as his health fails
and then recovers. Your long-term relationship is, perhaps, crumbling. You
and Kylie discussed breaking up this Thursday, April 29, 2021. And you’ve
felt increasingly alienated from your own body. These are all hardships
happening but hopefully resolved when you return to this text as some
tomorrow Adam.
* This text was originally published
in Marginalia. Documentation of
the book is republished in Queer
Things. A related essay, “Between
Light” is republished in Queer
Power, page 44.

ADAM FEIN

1. Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,”
(1892), 3.
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The critical position is intended to answer the normative philosophical question of what graphic designers ought to do. For the graduate student, it is a defense of their future: this is the work I will produce; and this
is why the work is justified; and this is why others should imitate my practice. Yet, as I am now, the future feels precarious. At this moment, thinking
desperate thoughts, a critical position seems irrelevant.
What is and what is not allowed in a critical position? Is anger or
complaint, sadness or despair critical? Do moods locate you within the
world? As you are, right now (or perhaps long ago), feeling hopeless it is
hard to imagine what you have to offer any person, let alone the department, school, field, and world. How can I have a stake in the future of the
world while dismissing the point in which that stake is planted? There is
a body behind this critical position, heart that beats onward and sensing
organs and a feeling center. Where is that body in this compendium? In
this graduate program? In graphic design? How can this [gestures around
at everything] be separated from that?
Dear Adam of Tomorrow: It was not only bad. While you have felt
alone, you have never been alone. Thank you to your family, friends, faculty, peers, and therapist.2 Thank you to films and books and gummy bears.
There was pleasure and joy and accomplishment in your work. The struggle has been against yourself too—your location of value, your ability to
ask for help—and you have grown. But it was also awful, and so do not
redeem it retrospectively.
Graduate school asks you to announce an interest and then to pursue that interest to the exclusion of everything else for two or three years.
The only way to deal with your human shit is to containerize it, transform
it into a vehicle for productivity. I have done this several times: I made
work about burnout in Graduate Studio; I was heavily involved in the 2021
MFA graphic design biennial, which turned complaint about virtual education, exploitation, and burnout into an exhibition; and now I’m spinning
a weekend of hopeless depression into a compendium text.
Every time I have made extremely personal work, work that exposes
vulnerable emotional and physical states, it has been poorly received. My
presentation on burnout was literally ignored. RISD faculty were largely
absent during the biennial. I assume this letter will also be badly received,
perhaps seen as a “cry for help.” It is not. (I mentioned my therapist above.
He is aware. You do not need to refer me to CAPS.) This is just a person
overflowing. I have run out of compartments into which my emotions
might be privately secured. Avoidance is not the only way that graphic
designers reject the personal.

Often the response of the department is not “How can we help?”
but “How can we help you finish?” That is, how can we ensure the production of work? This does speak to the culture of RISD and
the RISD GD program, but I think more specifically addresses I want to thank faculty that have explicitly done the
the structure and function of graphic design generally. That is, opposite: Danielle Aubert, Keetra Dean Dixon, Cyrus
graphic design is empathetic toward productivity; designers Highsmith, and Alesdair Ittelson.
sympathize with the user in order to produce a design solution. Graphic designers confront issues by operationalizing them. There
is no space for the expressive—even the personal aesthetic is graded for
its communicative value—there is only space for the functional. Graphic
design is itself what Fred Moten and Stefano Harney term “a call to order.”3
It is the systemic capture of untidy things.
As graduate students, we often complete assignments by capturing
our critical thinking or experimental visual in books or websites or posters.
This is what graphic design does: materializes thought; transforms it into
a consumable product; circulates it within a system of signifiers. Consider,
for example, something deviant, like sexual photography. Turned into a
poster, the deviant is assigned a specific function in the public sphere. The
deviant is designated as publicity material, perhaps becoming spectacle.
The audience knows how it should be interpreted, seen, read. The real radical potential of deviance—the potential of unrehearsed relationships—is
transformed into an understandable interaction. The poster, or whatever
graphic design object, returns even the deviant to traditional social forms.
Graphic design has a built in telos.
Graphic design needs to make space for more. My despair demands
entry for the body, emotion, and ugliness. We must fling open our compartments, let us air our moods and disappointments. Not everything should
make sense, or be legible, or be productive. Graphic design needs to find a
way to be non-productive. I need to find a way to be non-productive. I need
to find a place for my depression and misery without a requirement that
those moods are redeemed through productive labor.
Can we imagine an alternative? Graphic design as a practice of loafing. I want to be alongside people. Sit with them in the real shit of it all. I
do not want to empathize but be brought inside. I want to wail with. And
to make that sorrow legible: An affective visibility that is not availability to
political or industrial systems—but rather entrée to communion, to community. This is not graphic design that containerizes but instead a graphic
design that dissolves the barriers between I and You, Author and Reader,
Designer and Audience. It is not a graphic design that controls vision but
one that itself engages in seeing the other, in really seeing you.

2. See Acknowledgements in
Queer Power for a full list.

3. Stefano Harney & Frank
Moten, The Undercommons:
Fugitive Planning & Black
Study (2013), 125.
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Dear Adam of Tomorrow: Did you save the world through graphic
design? That is a joke. You will not and cannot. Graphic design will not
and cannot. As Camus said, “There is but one truly serious philosophical
problem, and that is suicide.” So why is the life of graphic design worth
living? Why do graphic design? It is surely not more rewarding than other
fields. It surely is not necessary for human life. It is not currently a source
of pleasure.
Perhaps the only reason to do graphic design is because Adam, this
Adam, me now, I find satisfaction in it. You make graphic design now because you cannot do otherwise—or maybe because you can do graphic
design. At the moment, the world seems unturning, perpetually dark and
dusky. Graphic Design is where you can loaf until the sun rises. While you
do not find happiness in graphic design, in graduate school, you do find
purpose. Every day you return to the same tasks with the same tools toward the same goals. Graphic design is a practice: something one does over
and over again, repeating it until it becomes meaningful. Hopefully that
purpose can bloom one day again into happiness.
One must imagine Adam happy.
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DOING
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Design Education,

Three thesis-year graduate students discuss their experiences in the RISD Graphic Design program. This
conversation circles around three questions: What are the
ambitions and activities of design education? What is the
form and purpose of a graphic design thesis? And what
actually is graphic design?
Forugh Abadian is a member of the graduating class of
2022 of the RISD graduate program in graphic design. Her
work addresses issues of diaspora, identity, and archives.
Her forthcoming thesis is titled Ports of Entry.
Nick Larson is a member of the graduating class of 2022
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addresses issues of semiotics, recursive processes, and
contemporary media. His forthcoming thesis is titled !.

Student Needs and
Exiting Grad School
FOROUGH ABADIAN
& ADIE FEIN
& NICK LARSON
APRIL 2022

FOROUGH ABADIAN, ADIE FEIN & NICK LARSON

11

ADIE FEIN

Alight, let’s get started. My goal for this is to

continue conversations that I’ve had at different times with
you both about graphic design: What is it? What can it
do? How has our idea of it changed over time? I am also interested in having an open conversation about how we’re
doing, how we feel about school, and how we feel about
the thesis. If we were to identify three themes that I hope
to explore in this conversation, they would be: graphic design education, design pessimism, and thesis. But we don’t
necessarily have to hit all of those. Thoughts?
NICK LARSON Graphic design is not fun to talk about in
graduate school! Talking about graphic design typically
means, “Hey, look at this cool packaging. Isn’t that nice?”
But what it means in grad school is talking about processes, systems, and their implications. Because graphic design
is medium agnostic—it doesn’t have a specific thing—
conversations about graphic design are about context
without content.

Are you saying that because graphic design has become
media agnostic—and so we cannot speak directly to what
graphic design is—we talk a lot about what surrounds
graphic design?

Yeah, we talk around graphic design. Because it’s so pliable, you can go in any direction and so it becomes about
narrative. What people miss when they read a designer-as-author-type article is that it is just one narrative of
graphic design. Taking these ideas as cannon or intellectual framework just isn’t interesting to me. When we talk
about CalArts, Pomo, Las Vegas, whatever, it is so divorced
from responding to things that people have designed.
We’re no longer talking about a thing that we see in front
of us as a material object. The act of labeling it as such is
the conversation.
Right, a lot of what we do in graduate school is historicize.
We try to explain how something fits or doesn’t fit into
existing categories—

Discourse about discourse!
Yes, graduate school is a meta-discursive practice.

Everything should be grounded in or responding to what
someone is showing you. But every art school critique I
have experienced is just so opposite to that. It involved
projecting outward and associating. Crit becomes about
building historical narratives around work.
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FOROUGH ABADIAN You know, it’s funny—I decided to leave
architecture, because it’s so broad. That is ironic! I wanted
to do something more specific, and then I found myself in
graphic design. It is even broader! The reality of architecture
is that at the end of the day the final output is pretty rigid. It
is a structure. It is a form that you inhabit. The starting point
can be anywhere, the references can be from everywhere,
but the output as an architectural piece is a concrete form.
Graphic design is such a muddy ground. What makes us so
disinterested in graphic design? Why are we not engaging
with it more directly?

It often feels like graphic design is trying to legitimate
itself by creating an independent history of graphic
design. The question is “graphic designers specifically
started doing this one formal move at this point” rather
than “graphic designers started doing this at this point,
after being influenced by a technique used in painting
for decades.” It just doesn’t make sense to me to divorce
graphic design from other art historical contexts.
Right, so, in the context of historicizing graphic design, the
separation is never in service of providing explanation. It’s
in service of individualizing a narrative—either of the field
generally or of one person specifically.

Yep, creating a narrative. I didn’t realize that in graduate
school I would be expected to do every project twice: I
come up with a topic that I’m interested in working with,
and then I am asked to turn it into a PowerPoint presentation.
That’s a really interesting point. Going further than Power
Point, I would say the expectations of the field—both
what is professional practice and what is graphic design
ontologically—structures everything: our labor, processes,
and projects. We do have to do double work. In the fine
arts, you make the piece, and it is done; you display it in a
studio or gallery. In graphic design, you make the content,
you also make the container for the content, and then you
also make the presentation for both content and container.
The graphic design thesis is nested containers: an exhibition, a website, a presentation, a book, projects. That is all
“graphic design.”
Graphic design is more professionally focused on
presentations than other fields. Whether the project is big
or small, freelance or in-house, you have to sell it to the client. That informs the model of Fiverr or competition-based
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design services, and it feels like it has invisibly informed

A good graphic designer becomes deeply literate in the

design education. I say invisibly because, within the de-

many forms of visual culture—their aesthetics, values, and

partment, we never address what makes a good presenta-

use cases—so that when a client identifies an audience,

tion or how to present. We may discuss the narrative of a

say a middle-class woman in her 30s, the designer can

project, but we rarely describe that as building pitches.

deploy the exact typeface that appeals to her. What is so

Yea, and feedback is often, “You didn’t really sell this idea
to me.” Why do you expect to get something right when
you first see it? If I am presenting something, it could be
something I myself don’t understand—this is something
I just made. Why is there a hurry to resolve? I didn’t think
that, at a program like RISD, it was going to be professional activities dressed up differently.
The pressure to have a deliverable and a presentation to package and contextualize the deliverable feeds
into another issue in graphic design. Presentations in
school very often look like “My work is about this, the
project does this, and the outcome is this.” It obscures a
messy process or disconnected interests. That is narrative—and I don’t trust it.
When you buy an item at a store, you are buying
into a whole system of things. Graphic design masks
that system. The intention of a lot of graphic design is to
remove an object from the lineage that produced it and
make the object appear as though it always existed on a
store shelf. As if the object had never been anything else
or been anywhere else. So when I encounter design that is
clear, slick, and resolved, I think that is hiding an agenda.

strange to me is that we are doing this entirely separated
from these communities. None of us learned what a middle-class woman in her 30s wants by surveying her. We are
learning about peoples’ desires through visual culture. We
ingest and then transmit. I bring this up for two reasons:
One, a successful graphic designer reproduces cultural
norms; Two, a successful graphic designer must learn
about and communicate with diverse groups without ever
engaging with those communities.

That is the way of the world right now. That is what
getting news from social media is: getting a set of data
points—10 things you must know about Ukraine—and
making an inference. Increasingly, that kind of content
is not made by graphic designers. You don’t need to be a
graphic designer to produce graphic design at all. You can
make really convincing content that fits into its aesthetic
surroundings, like native advertising, without any knowledge of design tools or skills.
I think about cultural literacy a lot. I feel that I will never
be culturally literate in the United States. I am always one
step behind pop culture, and I will always be catching up. If
I want to engage in social or cultural ideas, I am afraid that
what I want to say will be obsolete. It just makes me think
that the projects that I have made in the past two years are
my attempt to find my place here and my belonging here by
becoming culturally aware. I don’t think I have very much
to say to any audience in the United States. Perhaps that
is pessimistic. Lately my work has focused on the Middle
East, because I’m from there and so I supposedly know more
about it. Who knows, though, maybe I am as unaware of
events there as here.

That relates to an issue we talked about last weekend: that
graphic design is a kind of visual code switching. Graphic
design attaches cultural signifiers to an item so that it
can be directed toward the desired audience or context,
regardless of, as you put it, the item’s lineage.

Graphic design is, in a lot of ways, this process of regurgitating the same things for a different context or a different audience. If I want to sell water to black metal fans, I’ll
apply a spiky font that says water. I am referring to Liquid
Death. It is pure marketing.
This is graphic design as vibe dealer. A vibe is an
aesthetic meaning associated with something. Graphic
designers typologize those aesthetics. For example, “dollar
store” will conjure bubble letters, bright colors, kitsch. The
graphic design’s job is to become aware of consumer aesthetics and then to reproduce or iterate on them. Everything is a remix. That is why it is bizarre to me for anyone
to claim ownership over a style.
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Partly, that is the culture machine reinforcing the idea
that you’re behind: cultural FOMO. To perpetuate itself,
culture needs to move so fast (or create the illusion that
it’s moving so fast) that no one person can comprehend it.
I have two responses: One is that there is value in hybridity, in bringing two typically separate things together.
Some will view your perspective on American culture as
a strength. And, also, I do not believe any person, even if
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raised in the United State, is fully-literate in all aspects of

the act of designing. (Huh, that is a transy thought: Does

American culture.

everyone just feel good in their graphic-designer bodies,
and I don’t?)

Two is that no person can consume everything in
their field. Even in smaller, more specific fields, say Victo-

The conflict between academic and professional practice or
traditional and non-traditional work is interesting. Beyond
grad school, graphic design has a pretty precise definition.
But in grad school, suddenly everything is all out the window.

rian literature or queer theory, people can only read the
most consequential or relevant material. Unlike those fields,
however, graphic design is massively productive. Like Nick
said, even “non-graphic designers” are generating graphic

RISD has a reputation as experimental for graphic design,
yet it’s still one of the more rigid departments within the
college.

design. What does it mean, then, to be an expert in the
field of graphic design? That you’ve looked at all of the
logos? Used all the fonts?

Looking at stuff is the best graphic design education. You
want a branding class? Go to the grocery store! Most people have more visual acuity than they think they do. A lot
of graphic design is making this look like or not look like
things you have seen before.

If you show up with a sculpture to a graphic design class,
people may be confused. Whereas if you show up with a
book to a sculpture class—

—no one’s going to question that. Because graphic design
is media-agnostic, there’s a heightened emphasis on
intention. You chose to make a sculpture. So much of the
graphic design feels like training in how to talk about
our work rather than, you know, getting feedback about
typography.

One role of graphic design education is not to develop
visual acuity but to develop the language to describe what
you are already seeing. That is one skill that is practiced in
the presentation of work.

It is a ridiculous expectation, though, that we should have
the language to address everything that we make. Other
people may have better language, and that should be the
point of critique.

It is badass. This is some fucking graphic design right here.
That’s the funny thing, though, isn’t it? There is all this
dissection of graphic design, but it may be nothing more

The best critique is when the critic says, “I hear you are

than image making.

saying this, but I see this,” or “I would use these words to
describe your work. Does that feel right?” And the worst
critique is rule based and normative, which enforces
this idea that a graphic design process should look one
way and produce a certain kind of outcome. I’m reacting
against the idea that everyone at the end of the program
should be a graphic designer.

How many people do end up being graphic designers after
graduating?
That would be interesting to find out, but I am speaking
more personally. I like making graphic design. I am interested in graphic design. But I am not sure that I want to be

Right, as a professional practice it is making images, making narratives, and selling them both. For so much of the
graphic design that gets lionized—particularly, modernist
things—stupid is better. One frustration I have with the
program is the emphasis on work being graphic design
rather than us figuring out what the work actually is
together. I’m interested in things that don’t have a clearly
prescribed narrative, and that approach gets push back—a
lot of pushback. At no point do I feel like we have been
given the opportunity to be legitimately experimental, at
least in a required graduate studio class. Maybe form?
What would “experimental” look like?

a graphic designer. I am not sure that I am—cringe—pas-

Doing something you’ve never done before. Being given
the time and space beyond two weeks to try something.
I feel like they expect you to have the narrative or framing of the project done before you finish, which never
happens. There is a resistance to letting you figure it out.

sionate about designing. Whatever that means. I frequently
wonder if I just have the wrong feelings. Why do I not
care about what I am supposed to care about? I wonder
if everyone else has totally different experiences in their
body and mind than I do in relation to graphic design and
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to do. Mapping and representation is a huge thing! Imagine
the context for the Atlas project: me, a nobody, one year in
Providence, tasked with going to Olneyville, which is historically rich, but which I barely know anything about. In the
span of one week, I have to do quick tasks without having
connected to the neighborhood, and then I have to present,
here is what I know about Olneyville, and here is my reasoning. It is ironic! My role here is no different than that of a
British colonial traveler going to the Ottoman Empire, who
then comes up with this bullshit travelogue: “Here’s what I
think about this place.” How was my role different from that
person?
This gets at a general issue: we need the time and
space—even before making any design work—to really
understand what we were doing here. We just do not understand the magnitude of the issues and tasks that we are
engaging with. I expect some people will say that I am being
too dramatic about it.

Sure, in the real world, you might get an assignment where the narrative of the work is complete. That’s
someone else’s idea, that is someone else figuring out all
of the steps, and it is about having the technical proficiency to execute something that is being asked of you. That
may be cider packaging that looks punk, neon, funky, and
edgy. In those cases, the client says, “I have this idea or
need.” And the designer says, “I can do that.” There’s no
ambiguity. There’s no experimental attitude there.
Yeah, we’re speaking to a couple of the unresolved tensions within the program: One of them is the double demand for content that graphic design has, where we both
have to produce the thing and to produce the container
for the thing. I believe that causes a structural resistance
to experimentation. Because if the designer doesn’t know
what the content is or where the content is going, then
how can you design the container for the content, right?
Designers, in a traditional sense, respond conceptually

That hits the nail on the head. Particularly in the first year
of the three-year program, there is so much emphasis
on learning the skills, and we are told not to think about
content. Nevertheless, there is an implied objectification
in the prompts; you are taking something and turning it
into content. There is not much conversation about what
that means.

and formally to content; the container will be a book, and
not a poster, because the content is a sequence of images.
Design education, in part, is learning how to justify those
responses to clients, to pitch those to clients. But to be
truly experimental might mean that you don’t know where
it goes. And therefore you cannot make quote-unquote
traditional design decisions. That is perceived within the
program a little bit as a failure. That’s one tension.

The graphic design program has two expectations: One, to

The other tension exists in professional practices

engage in research (or to develop a conceptual founda-

versus less traditional forms, like an art-based or re-

tion); Two, to produce formal outcomes. In a different

search-based practice. For less traditional practices: What

discipline, if we were in school for anthropology, we would

is the student doing in school? Actually doing? Are we

begin by learning research methodologies and their ethics.

learning a set of skills? A way to pitch clients? Developing

Here, we are pushed toward image making without learn-

an individual style that can be commoditized to sell to a cli-

ing how to responsibly engage with that image making.

ent? A visual research process? Or just learning quote-un-

Furthermore, my perception is that the program prefers

quote uppercase-p Process? (Process is an idea I would

a well-developed formal outcome to a fully thought-out

love to return to later. What do we actually mean when we

concept

say process? Can anyone define it? Are we talking about

If the goal of graduate education is to explore how graphic
design may be done differently—distinct from professional
practice, like in a studio—what does the program want?
Different how?

the same things when we say it?)

I was thinking about process last night—this will get at a
larger issue. Sometimes the assignments that we are given
are so divorced from the current reality of the world. When
we were given the brief for the Atlas project, we were talking
about mapping and representing a place, but we never talked about the problematic side of mapping itself. Its colonial
roots. We are given assignments and we go along with them
without understanding the magnitude of what we are asked
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That is a great question. Another way to phrase it may be
what kind of person is successful in the RISD GD program?

I had this conversation with Everett last year when he
was really struggling. He said, “Kit is crushing it. They
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are a super-talented, hardworking genius—but their
experience teaches me that the better you are at pushing
yourself to the limit, the more you will succeed in this
program.” A lot of what we have been talking about is not
having enough time to fully complete or flesh out projects.
If there is not enough time, one strategy is to overwork
yourself. You must put yourself through the wringer, push
as hard as possible, burn yourself out to be successful. It
is not an okay thing to say, but you will do better in this
program if you disrespect yourself and discount your own
needs as a person.
I agree somewhat, but, you know, it is a bad mix. I am a person that pushes myself hard. I feel uncomfortable completing
a project early. If I finish with time to spare, if I am not
working up to the very last minute, then I begin to question
my process. I think something went awry. Perhaps the time
constraints or project structure do not allow me to fully
realize the idea, but it is mainly my own frustration with
achieving the idea that is in my head. I see it as a personal
issue, not an issue with the program. Every semester I feel—
not that I failed exactly but—disappointed in myself.

became acute depression. That is why I started therapy
and actively worked on doing less. You’ve been working on
doing less too, Nick, right?

Yes, and I suck at it. Like you have both said, there are
many reasons. My parents are workaholics. They are both
teachers too, so I have always felt that education and
working hard in school is very important. You begin to
lose perspective on what it means for something to be important? You can say that anything is important, but how
you spend your time truly indicates what you materially
value. Last semester, I was at studio for 12 hours a day,
and I went home just to sleep before returning to studio.
I got to a point where I hadn’t seen my friends. All of my
conversations were about work. I have a tendency to over
commit. That is how I ended up with 18 credits and with
two assistantships. That should not be okay. That should
not even be allowed. Their system should be set up so that
is not even possible.
On one hand, you do need to petition to take more than
a normal course load. I do not know if that is a significant
or negligible barrier. On the other hand, there are also

I am hearing you say that it does not reflect on the pro-

structural barriers to taking less than a normal course load:

gram, the curriculum, or the communication of expecta-

you may lose financial aid; you may take longer to graduate.

tions, but that the disappointment is caused by a lack of

I am in 12 credits now, which feels like the right amount

work ethic or intelligence. I think many graduate students

of work, and I have received some cultural pushback. For

have felt that same way. Similarly, I know so many graduate

example, people have tried to convince me that additional

students admire Kit for being able to push themselves so

classes will look good professionally. I also feel that people

far. I envied (and still envy) Kit. You know, I was committed

will perceive me as lazy, even though no one ever explicitly

to pushing myself for the first two years of graduate school.

says that. Moreover, there is a general sense that graduate

I overworked until I became incredibly burnt out.

education is a person’s one opportunity to experiment, or

I do not think I ever told you two this story. I entered

many people take 18 credits because they believe it is their

the 2020 Thanksgiving break burnt out from working on

only chance to learn certain skills.

the biennial and class projects. I was so physically tired, so

Many of the classes that people feel they need to take—
their overload courses—seem worthless. Why would you
come to a graduate graphic design program to do, for
example, a fake branding project in a branding class?
There are so many books with prompts and so many online courses. You can do that on your own time. I choose
to take classes for the professor’s perspective, for the
specific content, for an unusual process. I want things that
I cannot do with an interested group of peers outside of
the institution.
Of course, someone who is into computer science
might say, “Don’t take computational poetics. Just Google

stressed, but I did not feel like I could stop working. I was
at my parents’ house, and they own a stationary bicycle.
During that break, I would design for 30 minutes, after
which my energy and focus faded. So I would furiously ride
this bicycle for 10 minutes to get my heart and adrenaline
pumping. The exercise would enable me to work for another 30 minutes. I did that over and over again—30 minutes
work, 10 minutes exercise—so that I could work for a full
day. It was a successful strategy.
In retrospect, that is fucked up. I had internalized
the disappointment. I think it is terrible that I felt the need
to push myself that hard. Of course, you two know that
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I feel that graduate school—and even the whole practice of
graphic design—has lost the belief that it can effect change.
Now it exists in a state of fantasy and hopelessness.

JavaScript.” The point for me is that I am interested in
classes where the subject is larger than the tools associated with it. I am excited to see other students’ attitudes
and beliefs about computation poetics. In contrast, I have
never been surprised by packaging design; the best possible outcome is something visually neat that prompts a
purchase. This is a tangent: The attitude of “I want to buy
that” is so pervasive. The only comment people had at the
conclusion of my jacket project was when are you going
to produce these so I can buy them?

There is an expectation that the work should matter
somehow or be important—but at the end of the day, it’s
all just personal. That is okay. Anytime you contextualize
the work globally, it becomes fatalistic and depressing,
because what can graphic design do? Anytime you embed
social commentary, it falls flat, because it is coming out of
this elite institution that really only serves to advance the
perspectives of the people who made it and the people it
was made for—that is, people at RISD.

I disagree, slightly, with the idea that one should not come
to school to do a branding project. There are issues with
diversity and access there; who has the free time to locate

The hope is that we can have some political effect, that we

prompts and do branding projects? That provokes a larger

can do something to improve the world. That is how

set of questions: What is graduate education for, and who

I interpret Forough’s use of hope or hopelessness.

is graduate education for? If it is to gain professional skills,

I did this ISP with Kelsey, focusing on how we

a branding project may make sense.

encode social concepts or culture and how that relates

Maybe it is the case that RISD is not for people try-

back to the audience. My conclusion was that the graphic

ing to gain initial access to the field. Even in the three-year

designer just doesn’t have very much power at all. We can-

program, I believe most people apply with graphic design

not affect the ways by which people decode messages or

or graphic design adjacent work; plus everyone has an un-

affect the composition of the community that receives the

dergraduate degree and is able to move to Rhode Island;

message. I came away thinking that the idea of graphic de-

those both imply certain privileges and a level of access.

signers doing anything is overstated. At the very least, we

And perhaps the program should not be for people seek-

always have to think about it as how can graphic designers

ing initial access. That sounds icky, but I would prefer the

work within a community? How can graphic designers

institution be honest about it. Do not promise everything.

engage in community organization? That is, graphic design

To your point about “I want to buy that,” it seems

must always be accompanied by social activity for it to

to be a core value of the department that things are

have political effect.

redeemed by labor. A project is good if someone can

This points to another tension within graduate

purchase it or if it results in a marketable style or if you put

school education—or specifically RISD’s model—where

a lot of work into it. (That, in part, reflects American values.

there’s this sense that your work ought to be consequen-

That sometimes also reflects a lack of intellectual engage-

tial, yet it structurally frustrates the pursuit of impactful

ment, as in it is hard work therefore good.)

work. I do not believe RISD provides the latitude, time,

I would like to imagine an alternative design educa-

or training to do meaningful research into the effects of

tion that pursues and prefers failure. That could look like

graphic design. For example, the structural requirement

a lot of things: developing an experimental process that

to complete two or three projects each semester strongly

doesn’t work; researching people relevant to your practice,

disinhibits community involvement. How can you locate a

without needing to converse with them; or perhaps you

community, understand local problems, and develop an im-

just read books without it relating directly to your practice.

pactful solution within the three-project structure? Where I

This is a dumb example, but the relationship between grad
school and the professional world is like this relationship
between Batman and Joker. They are nothing without one
another. Grad school defines itself in opposition to the professional realm. I think “experimental” branding projects are
now those that address real world problems, weirdly enough.
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have seen students engage with community-related issues,
they are relying on relationships that predate RISD. There
is very little emphasis on going outside the institution. So,
the tension is how can one do work of social or political
consequence in isolation?
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Or, how do you locate community during the semester
without sacrificing your body? Is it possible to do it while
also sleeping enough, while also taking care of yourself?
It becomes another way of emphasizing that the work is
more important than the person. The desire for individualism divorced from the individual body.

What would the thesis look like if it reflected a whole person or a whole practice? Even broader, what would design
education look like if it addressed the whole person?
I am thinking of bell hooks, who said that “Teachers must
be actively committed to a process of self-actualization
that promotes their own well-being if they are to teach
in a manner that empowers students.” That had multiple

In thesis, graphic design students are supposed to narra-

meanings for her: she wanted education that connected

tivize the years they have spent in the program through the

to her lived experiences as a black woman of racism or

articulation of a process, something like “I have these in-

sexism; but she also wanted education that nurtures other

terests, and I use these methods to investigate or to trans-

facets of humans, like humor. For me, the question is can

form those interests.” That model stresses the individual:

we imagine a graphic design education that is more con-

their interest, their activity. The idea of an individual style

cerned with creating platforms rather than packaging?

or individual research process, to some degree, precludes

A party rather than persons?

the possibility of external intervention, the possibility of

I think many issues that we encounter in graduate education stem from or reflect the professional world: expectations that outpace capacity or compensations; designers
as individuals who must brand themselves; work as an
extension of yourself.

community influence.
The thesis book itself has powerful upstream implications. These are individual books describing an individual process that induce our next individual professional
step. How can you engage in communal and pluralistic
work when that is your charge? In my own thesis book, for

As a participant in the economy you are just a portfolio.

example, people are finding it quite weird that I want to,

That is accentuated in grad school. You are your own
client. There is more agency over content.

say, use multiple names or list multiple authors; I was told
“this is an opportunity to present your own vision.” In other

Again, what does graduate school want to be? If it wants
to exist outside of the professional sphere, it should not be
concerned with those issues.

programs, like architecture, the thesis is one final summative project. I wonder if that might change how studio
is conducted or how projects are structured? There may
be less emphasis on creating an individual narrative while

What do you think that would look like? If graduate school

in the program. There may be more room for failure and

was actually outside of the professional realm?

experimentation.

All graduate students at RISD make a thesis book. Only
in graphic design is the thesis book the thesis. It raises the
issue of double-work again: you have to do the work, and
then contextualize it in an easily digestible thesis book.
(And that book needs to obey the rules to be easily digestible, but not too much because then it is not cool.)
Thesis is a dehumanizing process. Why does the work and
projects need to make sense in relationship to one another?
Making a narrative also divorces the work from lived reality.
For example, we went to school during the coronavirus pandemic. In Spring 2019 and Fall 2020, during the height of
remote school, my goal was to make funny things that made
me and everyone else happy. None of that will be in my thesis book, because my other work addresses serious issues. The
singular statement about your work is a sterilizing thing.
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Graduate school would be a moment of self-reflection, just
for yourself. It would be self-actualization, and the thesis
would show that journey. If at some point on that journey
you change direction, then that can be apparent in the thesis.
Even if it doesn’t make sense to others, it makes sense to you.
Okay, so, what exactly is the thesis?

The form is dictated: book (but it can be experimented
with). It is a demonstration of what you did here. Graphic
design is one of the most insecure mediums, not materi1. bell hooks, Teaching to
Transgress: Education as the
Practice of Freedom, ( New
York: Routledge, 1994), 15.
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To get even more pessimistic, with what content do you
actually engage? With what percentage of the many
things that you see each day do you interact? One thing
I dislike about being asked to explain my work is that
explanations are not typical. Most graphic design is seen
for one second as it is scrolled past on the internet or it is
glanced at as you move through a supermarket.

ally but ideologically. I think that is why we are expected
to write so much or write in an academic tone. In fine arts,
it can just be a book documenting work. Most Yale theses
are just 100 pages of pictures.
The class of 2021 before us wrote a lot. I like writing a lot.
But, I don’t think there is that much expectation for writing.
That said, I don’t think a RISD thesis can be 100 pages of
pictures. It has to do more. What do you feel like you’re

That speaks to the demand for immediate legibility within

supposed to do?

graphic design. That also gets at your personal resistance

To put it simply, I’m treating my thesis as a portfolio. It is a
way to introduce myself to really cool ass people that I want
to impress. I am going to mail it to them.

to even describing your work as graphic design.

Totally, nothing that I make for myself is graphic design.
It’s all art. My process is never, “Oh, I am my own client,
and these are my demands.” That’s just not how I work.
I like to make things, respond to those things, and then
change those things. I find images are more helpful than
words for me for understanding things. I can express
ideas with my hands and tools better than I can with
words. Thinking only gets me so far. The act of making
changes the end result.

It is a networking document. It is a postcard.

I had a meeting with Clement Valla this week. He asked
me, “What do you want to do after this?” The idea is that
the thesis should reflect that. If you want to attend for a
Ph.D. program, this is a good opportunity to write about
your work using academic language. If you want to apply
for jobs in graphic design, you can write whatever you
want, because people aren’t going to read it. No one is
going to read the book in a design interview.

That seems to be the dominant mode of thinking within the
department. People are visually focused, and that makes
sense. (And what I am about to say is neither directed at
you nor meant to diminish your work. I love you, and I love

That’s totally true. Another question is who is the audience
for the thesis? It could potentially be employers, and then

your work!) Can we imagine a department that respects

the goal is showing off a cool book that I spent an entire

different forms of thinking about and through graphic

semester on. But, more often than not, individual projects

design? A department that celebrates things other than

on your website are sufficient for employment. I don’t think

image making?

it is an employment document—though perhaps at one
point in time it was, before our current digital systems.
Maybe we have lost the history but retain the physical item.
Still, that leaves the question of who the thesis is for.

I am thinking about the thesis as a gift, a precious thing.
When I imagine mailing it, it would be to people who I look
up to, who are interested in the things that I am writing
about. Perhaps I could collaborate with them in the future?
At the very least, the thesis says remember me.
Sorry, I hope you didn’t feel like I was disagreeing with you.
I wasn’t trying to question your approach to thesis. I was
just trying to raise questions about the document.

The thesis, the way it is constructed, feels increasingly

No, I understand! I want the thesis to live outside of the
library and Bethany’s office. Perhaps I am being pessimistic,
but how many students look at thesis books for the content?
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Can the department be receptive to different people’s
ways of working? Not in my experience. My work is well
received, but only once it is finished. I stopped showing
work in progress to graphic designers, because they are
not helpful. It goes back to what you wrote, specifically
about depression: the response being not how can I help
you, but how can I help you finish this project? The goal
of graphic design critiques, from my perspective, is resolution. It is racing to the point. Who can conclude fastest?
But oftentimes, I am working through a process visually,
not making a product that needs to find an audience.
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artificial to me, because it is something that demands
resolution. We must state clearly what happened in the
last few years. Can we imagine an alternative design
education—this is my new catchphrase—where people

FOROUGH ABADIAN, ADIE FEIN & NICK LARSON

29

do not have resolution, cannot make sense of their body of

generously when you exceed expectations, and you can

work, perhaps have nothing to carry forward That might be

tip ungenerously when you do not meet expectations. It

interesting, even valuable. Those outcomes all seem really

relates to normative behavior. So, can introductory text in a

bad because they don’t align with current values; it sounds

book ever be generous?

like wasted time.

First and foremost, there should be reassurance and
emphasis that your thesis is your thesis. The audience for
this project is you. The object is for you. The question is
not “who is your audience” but “who do you want to share
with?” Audience frames it as a performance, as a product
to be distributed.

Generous has an embedded moral. It sends me up the wall.
I was thinking about expectations today in a somewhat related way. The final presentation we will have at the end of
the program has been described as a celebratory moment.
Why a celebration? What does that imply about what we
have done here? What does that tell us about education
generally? I suppose that we have accomplished some
feat. But is it a celebration? Or only a celebration? I wonder

As Forough said, the thesis can develop relationships.

if it might be worthwhile to also frame it as a moment for

The thesis might also be thought of as an educa-

mourning. We are losing community and place. We are los-

tional document. To actually ask who might find this thesis
valuable, rather than presuming graphic designers would.

ing our habits and schedules. In addition to being celebra-

I am mostly thinking about graphic design education this

tory, the thesis may also be a sad document—or a failed

semester, and so I don’t expect that the majority of people

document that might speak to frustrated expectations.

in the department, who want to practice professionally, will

Not every story should have a happy ending.

find it helpful. That’s fine.
We’ve described the thesis as something you do for

Yes. We should be free to have a sad ending.

yourself. We’ve also described it as an opportunity to make

Not for me! I came out of grad school understanding who I
am and what the fuck I want to do!
I am ready to conquer the world.

sense out of your time in school, maybe that is a narrative.
And it may also be a generous act for other graduate students. For example, this conversation we are having right
now. I imagine it may be very interesting to future graduates who are trying to understand what the thesis is. This
conversation is not something we need for our theses. Yet
it seems nice that we can be vulnerable in that way.

Isn’t the act of sharing any work at all with people like
some sort of generosity? Creative work in particular? It is
a very vulnerable act.
A tangent: RISD weaponizes the language of care
a lot. For example, the use of the word “generous” is so
backwards. Generosity is a character trait that doesn’t
neatly apply to situations where you are paying money
to be there. When people say you are not being generous,
they are more likely communicating that they are personally confused. When did it become okay to call someone
“ungenerous” if they are making work that you do not
understand?
That is interesting. Generosity implies surplus. To be generous is to exceed cultural expectations. You cannot be
generous by performing usual behavior. In the United
States, tipping is not generous; however you can tip
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2021 MFA GD
GRADUATE
BIENNIAL
Everything You
Can Think Of;

Because of the coronavirus pandemic, the 2021 RISD
MFA graphic design biennial was held entirely online. In
an abnormal year, it felt inappropriate and irresponsible
to attempt a traditional biennial. The curators, instead,
wanted to address concerns of graduate education that the
pandemic had laid bare: the extractive nature of higher
education; the demand for productivity; and the disregard
of student physical, emotional, and mental well-being.
The biennial addressed these issues in two ways.
First, there were two shows contained in the virtual biennial: the traditional display of graphic design projects;
and a shadow gallery of memes, text messages, emails,
voice recordings, and other ephemera that documented and made visible students’ current conditions. Put
another way, the shadow galley exposed the context of
the polished work in the traditional gallery. Second, this
graphic design biennial was the first to host programming.
Lectures, discussions, and workshops offered visibility into the real lived experiences of graduate students
and provided an opportunity for students and faculty to
develop solutions to department-wide feelings of burnout,
isolation, malaise, and alienation.
The biennial was a refusal of the traditional format.
Rather than showing tidy displays of professional and
intellectual competence, the biennial was committed to
vulnerable disclosure of personal failings and human
costs. The programming too was untraditional; rather
offering reasons to perpetuate the institution, it instead
imagined alternatives.

Nothing You Want
CURATION AND DESIGN BY

RYAN DIAZ
ADAM FEIN
GEORGIE NOLAN
EVERETT EPSTEIN
KIT SON LEE

WORK BY

STUDENTS FROM THE CLASSES
OF 2021, 2022, & 2023

FEBRUARY 2021
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Curatorial Statement
Written by Ryan Diaz, Adam Fein, and Will Mianecki

Drag queen Anahi Santos fell asleep during a livestream performance in April 2020.

I love her lack of energy, go girl give us nothing!

YOUTUBE COMMENT ON A DUA LIPA PERFORMANCE

The 2021 Graphic Design MFA Biennial is about everything and nothing.
Everything You Can Think Of; Nothing You Want is a reflection of our
varied experiences in this graduate program: what it is and what it is not.
Everything You Can Think Of and Nothing You Want correspond to
two separate but related bodies of work—like two sides of a coin, informing one another—housed in one virtual biennial. Accordingly, the show
may exhibit graphic design as would any traditional biennial, yet it may
also make visible those things obscured by the polished pieces on display:
the exertion, the exhaustion, the expense.
Everything You Can Think Of is abundance. Possibility and imagination. This exhibition represents a sliver of the output of the diverse, ambitious graduate student cohort at the Rhode Island School of Design. We
are expanding our field through formal experimentation and critical writing. Everything You Can Think Of portrays the idealized MFA experience:
The institution provides freedom, knowledge, and equipment for students
to produce beautiful bodies of work, pursue interesting research, and cultivate meaningful practices—but the experience often comes at great cost.
Nothing You Want is everything unseen. Artifacts of students’ lives
concealed and discounted. Another sliver: financial precarity, sleepless
nights, alienation, loneliness, frustration, depression, fatigue, burnout,
anxiety, anger, shame, doubt, guilt, debt—things ugly and untidy, yet common in our graduate program and others, surely. The material on display
reveals that students perform a calculus of neglect, where sleep, food and
community are weighed against work, labor and production.
A word of caution. Do not let one side of the show distract from
the true message. We both admire the work on display and endorse the
expressions of complaint. This show is a slim volume of the RISD GD MFA
program in totality—beauty, ugliness, gaps, redactions, and erasures included. The message of the show exists in the tension between the two
sides, including the complicity of graduate students.
Exhibiting Nothing You Want is a precarious act; there is an imbalance of power between faculty, administration, and students. We are
committed to challenging this imbalance but in doing so are left vulnerable and risk misinterpretation. We intend transformation, not malice, not
insult. These grievances are revealed with care and consideration to induce
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positive change. The argument of Everything You Can Think Of; Nothing
You Want is that the only way forward is transparency, testimony and open
dialogue.
2020 and its attendant crises have shown us that—while risk-taking and failure are encouraged—failings are unacceptable within the university. In the midst of burnout, physical and mental illness, and a global
pandemic the institution has not sufficiently revised expectations regarding production and productivity. But as our shadow biennial, Nothing You
Want, establishes: work is not just a product; it is also labor. 2020 has revealed that RISD students have inherited unsustainable systems which ignore or scorn student wellbeing. What we reluctantly accepted a year ago
seems unendurable now. There must be a better way.
Our programming attempts to reconcile what we endure and what
we desire. Our speakers, all RISD alumni, will offer reimaginings of the
MFA program. Many have become educators after graduating and have
seen both sides of MFA education; they offer perspectives on how institutions can care for students and faculty alike.
Traditionally, a biennial is a moment to pause and reflect on the
ideas and concerns of the RISD graphic design students during the past
two years. Presenting the work of the MFA cohort in 2021 without reckoning with the material and emotional conditions of those same students
would be a dereliction. We owe more to one another and to ourselves.
We join with students1 across2 the3 world4 in saying: institutions
must change if we are to reconcile everything and nothing. We want their
full energy committed to our cause.
Go girl, give us everything!

1. “ART@COVID.EDU: Studio
Art MFAs and the Cost of Remote Learning,” (Panel, CUE
Art Foundation, July 7, 2020).

2. Glasgow School of Art
MFA Student Protest,
accessed January 8, 2020,
gsamfa.net.
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3. FUC, accessed January 21,
2020, fuc-series.org.
4. “Yale Art Students Demand Tuition Refund,”
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Artforum, March 23, 2020,
www.artforum.com/news/
as-curricula-moves-online-yale-art-students-demand-tuition-refund-82531

Virtual Biennial
Website design by Laura de Baldeon, Everett Epstein,
and Kit Son Lee.

The biennial hosted a series of online Zoom events. These
included talks from RISD alumni, workshops, and a social event
that connected graphic design graduate students from
9 different institutions.
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OPPOSITE In addition to graphic design work, the biennial website
hosted an event schedule and sign-up and the curatorial
statement.
ABOVE At the conclusion of the biennial, the website transitioned
to a “dead” state. All of the submissions were cataloged, but no
images were displayed.
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CAPTURE,
CONTROL,
CIRCULAT
E
Toward a Circulatory
Design Education
ADIE FEIN

MAY 2022

PART 1: WHAT DOES GRAPHIC DESIGN DO?
Graphic design is a field defined in relation to content. This relationship
can be generalized into three activities: the capture of content, the control
of content, and the circulation of content. These operate as a sequence:
capture to control to circulate.
This sequence is very clear in algorithmic processes or generative
design: data is ingested, manipulated, and then output in a new form. For
example, an algorithm might collect images from the internet, sort the
images by color, and output a collaged gradient. In a more conventional
graphic design practice, “capture, control, and circulate” might look like:
the reception of text; organizing that text into a designed hierarchy; and
the production of a publication to distribute that text. The text is the captured content. The creation of a typographic hierarchy is the control of the
content. The designed publication circulates the content.
Classical design education focuses on the control of content, such
as hierarchy, formal composition, and the order of content. This is apparent in traditional design education texts. Typographie by Emil Ruder is
divided into sections like “form and counter-form,” “arrangements,” and
“rhythm.”1 About Design by Gordon Salchow primarily consists of two parts,
“form” and “aesthetics,” the latter of which addresses topics like “harmony”
and “composition.”2 When emphasizing control, graphic design education
often focuses on responding to content: How does the chosen typeface or
paper reflect the content?
More recently, graduate design education has shifted to
Silvio Lorusso argues that the graphic designer as
an emphasis on capture. This is graphic design that produces
researcher developed in the late 20th century alongor determines content. For example, the designer might gen- side the rise of the computer.³ As the control of
erate the text that is then typeset. Perhaps the most prominent content became less specialized—as graphic design
framing for this type of practice is “graphic design as research
tools became cheaper and more accessible—graphic
process,” pioneered by studios like Metahaven. When empha- designers began to emphasize their intellectual
sizing capture, “process” becomes significantly more import- labor. This begets things like “design thinking,” where
ant, both aesthetically and ethically, because “process” often designers’ unique relationship to the production of
means content generation: How did the inquiry result in this content is the locus of value.
particular content and its form?
Circulate refers to graphic design’s ability to promote, publish, and
disseminate content. This is the construction of platforms for delivery, like
the running of a press4 or the design of a website. Graphic design as circulation is central to zine culture, for example, which connects niche and
marginal groups through the exchange of publications.5 When emphasizing circulation, the content itself—not the designer’s stance towards it—is
1. Emil Ruder, Typographie:
A Manual of Design,
(Salenstein: Niggli, 1967).
2. Gordon Salchow, About
Design, (New York: Allworth
Press, 2018).
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3. Silvio Lorusso, “Welcome
to My Thread,” (talk, New
York, November 19, 2021), The
New Design Congress, tv.undersco.re/w/a35d14c4-a1a0428c-b4f7-9481d4246d5d.

4. For example, Binch Press,
GenderFail, Hyperlink Press,
or Other Publishing.
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5. For Nat Pyper, circulation
not only connects but also
generates community. See
“Subversive Typography,” in
Queer Power, page 92.

of primary importance. The questions become: What voices, perspectives,
or communities are involved?
These are intended to be descriptive accounts of generalized design
activity. All graphic design passes through the capture, control, circulate
sequence. It is not possible to eliminate these; however one can choose
to privilege and valorize one activity over another. Historically, graphic
design education has emphasized capture and/or control, and
in doing so, it has almost always accentuated the individual: The field has emphasized the individual for a variety of
the personal manner in which one responds to content, which
reasons. Some are ideological: the great man theory of
could be called style or taste; or the personal relationship to
history; the theory of the auteur. Some are practical: a
content, which could be called process or viewpoint.
personal style is marketable; individual class work is
Elsewhere, this thesis considers the possibility for a easier to facilitate and grade. None of these are trivial.
progressive graphic design.6 That is, can graphic design itself
be radical or must is simply communicate radical content? Or, more pessimistically, is graphic design conservative in that it necessarily must reproduce the existing dominant culture in which it operates? The capture,
control, circulate framework can help us to approach these questions.

PART 2: CAN A BOOK BE A FAGGOT?
On the cover of each volume within this thesis there is a handwritten inscription. The inscription for Queer Things reads “can a book be a faggot?”
I was very hesitant to use this exact phrasing. Faggot is a slur. Many queer
people have endured it as a slur, and it evokes only negative experiences.
And, personally, I never felt that I had a right to its use, that I was never
queer enough.
Nevertheless, faggot felt compelling. Partly, I wanted to deploy it
for writerly reasons: the title already included the word queer and so “can
a book be queer?” would be repetitive. Partly, I wanted to deploy faggot
for rhetorical reasons: to command attention, to shock; to invite political
interpretation; to ask can graphic design ever invoke political transformation; to ask can graphic design ever be liberatory. And partly it is funny in
a way that “can a book be gay” or even “can a book be *limp wrist gesture*”
is just not.
I asked multiple queer folks whether they felt the use of faggot was
okay, and most said yes. They thought the word needed to be reclaimed
or that I had every right to the term or that I simply needed to write a
sentence to motivate its use. Paul Soullelis was the only person who challenged my use. Paul said that when he read “can a book be a faggot,” it
prompted certain questions for him: Can a book be humiliated? Can a book
6. See “Graphic Design as
Infrastructure” or “Design As
Behavior Management” in
Queer Power, pages 4 and
128.
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be scared? Can a book be beaten? Perhaps Paul was communicating that
the application of theory in academic design contexts abstracts and so distracts from the material hardships of minoritized subjects. That is, perhaps
Paul was saying this is a dumb question.
And you know what? It is dumb. Yet the question is valuable for
exactly the reason that is dumb. At the end of a three-year inquiry into
queer design, I have concluded that the answer is “No, a book cannot be a
faggot” because visual surfaces and designed objects are disconnected in
important ways from the material, political, and social lives of human beings. The development of a queer aesthetic will not help queer people—or
anyone else.
I no longer believe there is liberatory potential in developing a queer
visual style. Any visual style can be appropriated and put towards causes
that are contrary to their original intentions. I do not believe that graphic
design can engage in argumentation at the symbolic level, that it could in
isolation substantially trouble the meaning of, say, restroom signage. Any
visual style will depend upon the receiver of the visual message recognizing the intended message, and recognition is dependent upon pre-existing cultural meanings; that is, symbolic messages are conservative.7 And
further, visibility is meaningless if there is no material improvement in
the lives of the represented group. Finally, I do not believe that graphic
designers—as a professional class—are positioned to make those changes
in isolation, without social, political, or economic reform.8
That is not to say that graphic design is inconsequential. Representation, communication, symbols, and visual metaphors matter, and graphic
design as medium for these matters, in particular when it is the expression
of power.9 However, the efficacious political tools available to designers are
not visual, are not the control and capture of content. For graphic design
to be radical, critical, or progressive, it must be grounded in community, in
connection, in deep association with real human lives. That is, there can be
no queer aesthetics but only queer relations.

PART 3: A CIRCULATORY DESIGN EDUCATION
Circulation as a liberatory tactic is meaningless if it reproduces existing
social relations, if the same privileged voices are platformed, if the same
dominant perspectives are distributed. We must reimagine graphic design
as an apparatus for uplifting existing and for generating new communities. However, community cannot be located in isolation: in the individual
practice of the designer or even the enclosed population of the academic
7. See “En/Decoding Gender”
in Queer Power, page 66.
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8. For more, see Neurotic
Arsehole: @neuroticarsehol,
twitter.com/neuroticarsehol;
@neuroticarsehole, instagram.
com/neuroticarsehole.

9. See “A Very Long,
Laborious Process That
Yields 100 Blank Pages”
in Queer Space, page 82.
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institution. Therefore, this particular volume calls for greater emphasis on
creating new relationships. We must build collaborative relations between
and across and outside.
I want a graphic design education that pursues work with the local
community. That could be service learning, where students offer volunteer
design services to nonprofits. That could be internships, where students
are placed in local organizations. That could be community responsive
design projects, where locals people propose projects that students solve.
That could be returning to a personal community, bringing skills, tools, and
materials to places where students feel prior belonging and ownership.
Crucially, in all of these models, students are operating within and alongside local community members.
However, a circulatory design education also suggests new values.
I want a graphic design education that seeks community as the foundation—the predicate, the motivation, the permit—for communication. That
entails less investment in the individual and more in the group, less class
time spent in critique or more time spent in conversation, less time spent
authoring and more time spent collaborating. This is a graphic design education that emphasizes pluralism in all of its forms: diverse ways of working and of idling, of producing knowledge and graphic design, of speaking
and looking, of being alone and together.
Pluralism is expressed several ways in this thesis. The publication
design demonstrates it in the several typographic voices, the shared space
of narrative and notation, and the multiple volumes. More importantly, more circulatory, is the introduction of many other perspectives, as in
“What is Queer Design?”10 or the conversations that appear in every volume. And while this might not seem radical, that choice to include many
others received a lot of resistance; I was told, for example, that the thesis
was an opportunity to express my voice and that others would muddy it
(as if one develops a voice in isolation in order to speak only to one’s self.)
I have chosen to include introductory and concluding “chatter” for
these conversations. This is text that is (perhaps) irrelevant to the “serious” subject matter or arguments. For example, the interview within this
volume begins with chatter about food and ends with chatter about goodbyes. These sections may be aimless, but they are not purposeless. The
chatter exhibits the human relationships—the jokes, the relational concern, the mutual interest—that undergird these conversations.
The interview subjects are not sites of knowledge extraction, Though, of course, I do want to learn from conversabut people with whom I am in communion.
tion partners. It is a social exchange.

10. See “What is Queer
Design?” in Queer Things,
page 92.
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This chatter represents naïve or non-authorized knowledges. In The
Undercommons, Fred Moten and Stefano Harney describe a situation in
which a teacher enters a classroom, as class time is about to begin, and
the students are talking—about relevant material or not. The teacher is
expected to end that chatter and to begin class. They write that what the
teacher is “supposed to do is to call that class to order, which presupposes that there is no actual, already existing organization happening, that
there’s no study happening before I got there, that there was no study happening, no planning happening. [The teacher is] calling it to order, and
then something can happen—then knowledge can be produced.”11 The
conversations in this thesis maintain that chatter that occurs before and
after the conversation has begun.
My pedagogy emphasizes community building. One way that I do
that is by almost always beginning class with silly little games: drawing our
favorite meal; sharing our dream vacation. The activities are also a form
of chatter. I could justify these in terms of traditional design production,
for example, as ice breakers that enable better critique. However, they
are valuable beyond that, as exercises for intimacy, fun, and community.
A graphic design education that foregrounds circulation must emphasize
“being with” others.
I raise the concept of chatter because it is one basis for new relations
and new knowledge. Graphic design will never platform diverse voices if
they must conform to present values and practices. Necessarily, those values and practices already exclude these diverse voices.12 There is no reformation in the reproduction the present. We must admit the unserious,
unattractive, unprofessional, and unproductive to realize a pluralistic and
multivocal design field.

11 Stefano Harney & Frank
Moten, The Undercommons:
Fugitive Planning & Black
Study (2013), 126.

56

ADIE FEIN

12. See “The Politics of
Non-Representation” in
Queer Space, page 4.
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SYLLABI

At RISD, I was fortunate enough to teach two courses.
Additionally, I designed a proposed course. Those syllabi
are included on the following pages. As much as my visual
work and my essayistic writing, the syllabi reflect my
understanding of graphic design: its operations, tools,
values, purpose. The syllabi also demonstrate an evolving
understanding of teaching. For example, after a summer
spent teaching design to highschoolers through DownCity
Design, I began to incorporate community building activities into my lesson plans.
More importantly and radically, I hope that these
syllabi might be of use to future graphic design graduate
students at RISD. It is usual for graduate students teaching during wintersession to fully create a course during
their winter break. Previous syllabi might be provided by
the department, with a course description and learning
outcomes, but these lacked a calendar, projects, resources
or any of the material that constitute a course. The result
was a lot of graduate student labor during a period meant
for necessary rest and recovery. And, very often, that
labor was uninformed, as many were teaching for the first
time. Please take and use these, so that graduate students
can produce better courses with less work.

ADAM FEIN
& ADIE FEIN

DECEMBER 2020–FEBRUARY 2022

Access the syllabi online at ajfein.com/syllabi
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CHEER
NOTE
On FinallyFeeling
Healthy and Happy
in Graduate School
ADIE FEIN

JUNE 2022

Be cheerful, sir. Our revels now are ended.

PROSPERO, THE TEMPEST¹

I want to do with you what spring does with the cherry trees.

PABLO NERUDA, XIV (EVERY DAY YOU PLAY)²

Dear Adam of Yesterday,
At the moment of writing, I am—Adie—is happy.
An authentic happiness: I travel down Congdon Street on the daily
walk to studio. It is newly lined with cherry blossoms and green ivy enlivened by spring, and I peek through the gaps between houses at the sweeping views of Providence in its bustling bloom. Most days you cry while
doing this. You cry with gratitude for the trees, flowers, cars, high-rises,
hills, the world that kept you through the last three years. Thank you all.
This spring has brought resolution to winter’s tragedies: It has been
over a year since your farther’s tumor was removed, and his courses of radiation and chemo ended. Dad is healthy and well. You and Kylie has your
own ending, of your eight-year relationship, which seems to have been
for the best. We had been discussing the separation for nearly 10 months.
That process was emotional and laborious. I hope never to experience the
same again; yet, I am incredibly proud of our commitment to one another and the personal growth this process incited. Because of our protracted conversations, the death of the relationship was mutually desired. We
could bury and memorialize it together. Our relationship with one another
now—non-romantic—seems happier and healthier. You started hormone
replacement therapy in the fall, first spironolactone in August and then
estradiol in December. The effect on your mood, personality, and sense
of self has been unexpectedly positive. The mood swings progressed into
a near-daily sense of elation, beauty, and gratitude. Like the flowers in
Providence, I am also blooming this spring.
Dear Adam of Yesterday: We are not only different in mind and
body. As much as changing life circumstances, your current joy is the reward of new values. You are a far different person now than a year ago
and further still from the person who entered this program. The spring of

1. William Shakespeare.
The Tempest. (1993.) The
Complete Works of William
Shakespeare, shakespeare.
mit.edu/tempest/full.html.
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2. Pablo Neruda. “XIV (Every
Day You Play)” in The Poetry
of Pablo Neruda, trans. W. S.
Merwin, (New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux, 2003,) 15.
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2022, your final semester at RISD, is the more cheerful you have ever been
in graduate school (and perhaps in your life.) It has been marked by minimal investment in your education. I spent less time working on and caring
about graphic design than I have in seven years. Which caused the other:
inattention bred joy; or joy bred inattention? Regardless, labor, productivity, and professional esteem are less central to your life now. In fact, you
have worked with your therapist to actively do less and care less for the last
18 months—and you’ve gotten pretty good at it. You prioritized friends,
adventure, exercise, dates, travel, books, games. You allowed yourself to
fail. You allowed yourself to ask for help, permission, and forgiveness. You
allowed yourself to grow.
Some might call this goofing off. Some might call this wasting the
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of graduate school.3 Some might call this
undercutting the graduate conclusion—the thesis, as a magnum opus or
climactic articulation of the self.4 You, Adam, may have found those arguments convincing, but I, Adie, do not. Instead, this semester has been the
performance of self-actualization. bell hooks said that if we “are wounded,
damaged individuals, people who are not self-actualized, then they will
seek asylum in the academy rather than seek to make the academy a place
of challenge, dialectical interchange, and growth.”5 This semester you
have rejected labor and productivity as the exclusive source of meaning.
And further, you have refused graphic design as an isolated field that can
be the solution for anything. Neither graphic design nor professional practice nor academic effort in isolation will bring about cheer or resolve social
problems. Always resist the monolith.
Your joy is also the product of a different practice: You have spent so
much time in communion with others. Teaching has been a central activity, which has been energizing, collective, fun, and challenging. The work
you have pursued has been collaborative—with Nick Larson, with Ásta
Þrastardóttir, with Will Mianecki—and that has been incredibly rewarding. The richness of collaboration is the deepening relationships as much
as the design outcomes. You chose not to write for a semester because a
critic said you were “hiding behind your words” and that was bad advice.
But it did help you realize one thing: that you can think as well in conversation as writing. (Or maybe writing is just a way of having a conversation
with yourself? What do you think, Adam?) “This could be what a conversation is—simply the outline of a becoming.”6
Paul Soullelis gifted me a metaphor earlier this spring: thesis as the
end of a relationship. Imagine the thesis book neither as summative proj-

3. See “Neither Sustain Nor
Disavow” in Queer Things,
page 6.
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4. See “Doing Double Work”
in this volume, page 10.

5. bell hooks, Teaching to
Transgress: Education as the
Practice of Freedom, (New
York: Routledge, 1994), 165.
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ect nor portfolio piece but the resolution of my association to this educational institution. This has been the only vision of the thesis to resonate in
my final semester. I see this thesis as a break-up. It captures three years of
negotiating an end. As before, as it must always be, these negotiations have
been painful and taxing. This cheer note is a final love letter to my darlings:
the graphic design department, the Rhode Island School of Design, Kylie,
and most importantly you, Adam. We have been growing apart. Have you
seen me dreaming of other lovers? I believe this exit is mutually desired.
“Now the Spring is inaugurated / Now the seed is aware of its own
growing.”7 In the essay “Sorrow Note,”8 you concluded, “One must imagine
Adam happy.” Is it sad that Adam never was happy, but that Adie is? Or
is that the way of eternal becoming? This essay is a response to “Sorrow
Note.” This writing is not repudiation; it is not renunciation. That sorrow
was real and deep and terrible—and the arguments I made in that text still
feel true today. They have been the guide to our current cheer. I am only
as happy as I am because I focused more on the body, on my emotions, on
community. These two notes are harmonious bookends: birth and re-birth;
spring and spring again. Adam, I have so much gratitude that you endured
to bring me here. bell hooks argues that the “will to know” is connected
with the “will to become.”9 School has been the garden in which we have
become something much better. Perhaps ourselves have always been the
project? But this moment has reached its resolution, and it is spring again.
I will leave myself in Providence! And carry you always with me.
Sincerely yours,
Cheers,
Adie

6. Gilles Deleuze and Claire
Parnet, Dialogues II (New
York: Columbia University
Press, 1987), 2.

7. Pablo Neruda. “Spring” in
The Poetry of Pablo Neruda,
trans. Alastair Reid, (New
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2003,) 629–630.
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8. In this volume, page 4.

9. bell hooks, Teaching to
Transgress, 19.
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